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This	 thesis	 investigates	 the	 history	 and	 legacy	 of	 the	Reduced	 Shakespeare	
Company	(RSC),	a	Californian	three-man	comedy	troupe	who	have	created	ten	














oscillates	 between	 sincerity	 and	 irony	 and	 is	 structured	 around	 a	 series	 of	
collisions	between	characters	who	differ	both	in	ideology	and	purpose.	
This	 research	 encompasses	 an	 account	 of	 the	 company’s	 history	 from	
1981	 to	 the	 present	 day,	 interviews	 conducted	 with	 the	 founders	 and	
managing	partners	as	well	 as	 close-readings	of	 their	Shakespearean	 texts.	 I	
explore	 the	 company’s	 origins	 at	 Renaissance	 Faires	 during	 the	 1980s	 and	













A&C	 	 	 Antony	and	Cleopatra	
Caesar	 	 	 Julius	Caesar	
Dream	 	 	 A	Midsummer	Night’s	Dream	
R&J	 	 	 Romeo	and	Juliet		
Lear	 	 	 King	Lear	
Much	Ado	 	 Much	Ado	About	Nothing	
Shrew	 	 	 The	Taming	of	the	Shrew	
Tempest		 	 The	Tempest	



















ASC	 	 	 American	Shakespeare	Center	
BRSP	 	 	 The	Back	Room	Shakespeare	Project	
Firesigns	 	 The	Firesign	Theatre	
FKB	 	 	 Flying	Karamazov	Brothers	
Folger	 	 	 Folger	Theatre	
FSL	 	 	 Folger	Shakespeare	Library	
MBP	 	 	 Magnificent	Bastard	Productions	
PBS	 	 	 Public	Broadcasting	Service	
RPFN		 	 	 Northern	Renaissance	Pleasure	Faire	
RPFS		 	 	 Renaissance	Pleasure	Faire	of	Southern	California	
RSC	 	 	 Reduced	Shakespeare	Company	
SSE	 	 	 Shenandoah	Shakespeare	Express	
	
The	 full	 names	 of	 plays,	 recordings,	 companies	 and	 institutions	 are	 used	
whenever	they	are	first	mentioned	in	an	individual	chapter	and	referred	to	by	
their	 abbreviations	 thereafter.	 To	 avoid	 confusion,	 the	 Royal	 Shakespeare	
Company	are	referred	 to	 throughout	by	 their	 full	name.	All	 in-text	citations	
from	 Shakespeare	 are	 taken	 from	 The	 Norton	 Shakespeare,	 2nd	 edn,	 eds.	
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This	 trio	 of	 quotations	 is	 a	 clear	 indicator	 of	 the	 fact	 that,	 while	 artistic	
directors,	writers	and	performers	may	have	changed	during	the	thirty-seven	
year	 existence	 of	 the	 Reduced	 Shakespeare	 Company	 (RSC),	 the	 ridicule	 of	
repeated	 tropes	 across	 Shakespeare’s	 plays	 (here,	 the	 shipwreck,	 among	
others)	 has	 remained	 a	 constant.	 Furthermore,	 the	 comedic	 imbroglio	











the	 first	 of	 the	 three	 above	 passages	 –	 but	 also	 entered	 the	 popular	
consciousness	during	the	1990s	thanks	to	the	idiosyncratic	name	of	all	but	two	
episodes	of	the	NBC	sitcom	Friends	(1994	–	2004).4		





of	 their	 work	 can	 enhance	 the	 understanding	 of	 the	 ways	 in	 which	










My	 experience	 in	 researching	 the	 RSC’s	 history,	 work	 and	 legacy	 has	
been,	 metaphorically,	 akin	 to	 unstitching	 a	 vast,	 intertextual	 quilt,	 not	
dissimilar	 to	 the	experience	of	watching	an	RSC	performance,	during	which	
audiences	are	showered	with	a	series	of	references	to	Shakespeare’s	plays	and	
pop	culture,	 the	 latter	both	related	and	unrelated	 to	 the	playwright’s	work.	
Playgoers	 are	 also	 required	 to	 distinguish	 between	 the	 various	 levels	 of	
performance	within	which	the	actors	operate,	moving	freely	between	fictional	













recently,	 a	 representation	 of	 the	 playwright	 himself.	 The	 aforesaid	
comparability	 between	 my	 role	 as	 academic	 researcher	 and	 audience	
participant	has	made	necessary	a	brief	personal	account	of	my	initial	exposure	
to	 the	 company,	 as	 well	 as	 to	 others	 with	 a	 comparable	 performance	
methodology.	
I	 first	 saw	 the	RSC	perform	at	 the	 age	 of	 ten,	my	 chief	 recollection	 of	
which	was	the	thrill	of	seeing	three	actors	race	from	entrance	to	exit	wearing	
an	 array	 of	 different	 costumes,	 making	 hilarious	 (and	 seemingly	
unintentional)	 mistakes	 and	 directly	 engaging	 with	 the	 audience,	 thus	
recalling	 the	 pantomime	 traditions	 with	 which	 I,	 like	 most	 British	
theatregoers,	was	 familiar.	Later,	 aged	eighteen,	 I	watched	Patrick	Barlow’s	
adaptation	of	The	39	Steps	at	London’s	Criterion	Theatre,	which	involved	four	
actors	 playing	 a	 multitude	 of	 characters,	 breaking	 the	 fourth	 wall	 and	
acknowledging	the	simultaneous	artistry	and	flaws	of	their	source	material.7	











7	 The	 Criterion	 Theatre	 was	 also	 the	 venue	 in	 which	 The	 Complete	 Works	 of	 William	
Shakespeare	(abridged)	was	performed	from	March	1996	to	April	2005,	when	it	became	the	







commented	 that	 Potted	 Potter	 is	 often	 incorrectly	 attributed	 to	 the	 RSC.	 Furthermore,	
Tichenor	and	Reed	Martin	hired	 two	actors,	 James	Percy	and	 Joseph	Maudsley,	 to	perform	
William	Shakespeare’s	Long	Lost	First	Play	(abridged)	for	its	2017	UK	tour,	both	of	whom	had	




the	 RSC	 can	 be	 considered	 a	 modern	 extension	 of	 the	 nineteenth-century	
vaudeville	 tradition,	 discussing	 the	 influence	 of	 twentieth-century	
vaudevillians	on	the	company	members.	I	conclude	by	defining	reduction	in	
the	 context	 of	 this	 thesis.	 In	 Chapter	 1,	 I	 explore	 the	 company’s	 origins	 at	
Renaissance	 faires	 during	 the	 1980s,	 and,	 in	 Chapter	 2,	 present	 a	 close-
reading	analysis	of	their	first	play,	The	Complete	Works	of	William	Shakespeare	
(abridged)	 (1987).	 These	 chapters	 also	 include	 analysis	 of	 the	 RSC’s	
influences,	processes	of	adaptation	and	interaction	with	specific	Shakespeare	
texts.	 Chapter	 3	 examines	 the	 RSC’s	 six-part	 radio	 series,	 The	 Reduced	
Shakespeare	 Company	 Radio	 Show	 (1993)	 and	 the	 ongoing	 Reduced	
Shakespeare	Company	Podcast.	Chapter	4	focuses	on	their	most	recent	play,	
William	 Shakespeare’s	 Long	 Lost	 First	 Play	 (abridged)	 (2016),	 delivering	 a	
scene-by-scene	analysis	and	insight	into	the	development	of	this	new	work,	
and	a	reflection	on	its	status	as	an	act	of	Shakespearean	commemoration.	In	
Chapter	 5,	 I	 consider	 the	 company’s	 wider	 influence	 and	 legacy,	 using	
research	from	first-hand	interviews	with	the	writers	and	directors	of	other	


















International	 Guide,9	 while	 both	 Margaret	 Jane	 Kidnie	 and	 Peter	 Holland,	
assessing	Complete	Works,	consider	how	best	to	define	the	company’s	practice	
of	 adaptation,	 variously	 describing	 their	work	 as	 ‘premised	on	 citation	 and	
operations	 of	 memory’10	 and	 ‘abbreviated	 stage	 Shakespeare’.11	 In	
Shakespeare	and	Modern	Popular	Culture,	Douglas	Lanier	addresses	the	RSC’s	
various	 performance	 styles,	 describing	 them	 as	 ‘Shakespearian	 vaudeville,	
combining	 physical	 comedy,	 bad	 punning	 and	 doggerel,	 deliberately	 crude	
props	 and	 sound	 effects,	 performance	 “mistakes”,	 audience	 participation,	 a	
wealth	of	pop	culture	references,	an	anarchic	improvisation	structure,	and,	of	








[…]	 has	 also	 proved	 congenial	 to	 pastiche	 and	 parody’.15	 Stephen	 Purcell	
prefaces	his	analysis	of	the	company	in	Popular	Shakespeare:	Simulation	and	
Subversion	 on	 the	 Modern	 Stage,	 with	 the	 suggestion	 that	 ‘the	 range	 of	
Shakespearean	 parodies’	 attitudes	 towards	 their	 sources	might	 broadly	 be	











13	 Jennifer	 Hulbert,	 Kevin	 J.	 Wetmore,	 Jr.	 and	 Robert	 L.	 York,	 ‘“Dude,	 Where’s	 My	 Bard?”	
















supported	 this	 research	 at	 every	 turn,	 in	 my	 attempt	 to	 provide	 the	 first	
comprehensive	analysis	of	the	RSC.	This	encompasses	the	company’s	history	
from	1981	to	the	present	day,	close-readings	of	their	Shakespearean	texts,	and	
a	 consideration	 of	 their	 importance	 as	 inspiration	 for	 other	 theatrical	
companies	 and	 parodists.	 As	 an	 internationally	 renowned	 company	whose	
work	has	been	translated	worldwide	and	who	hold	the	record	for	the	longest-
running	West	 End	 comedy	 play,	 there	 exists	 relatively	 little	 scholarship	 to	








reception,	 but,	 rather,	 as	 the	 first	 critical	 appraisal	 of	 their	 history,	
development	and	legacy.	
My	 research	 has	 taken	 as	 its	 model	 the	 notion	 of	 Shakespearean	
scholarship	that	places	the	academic	in	direct	conversation	with	the	subject,	
without	 sacrificing	 critical	 objectivity.	 Thus,	 the	 integration	 of	 interview	
material	into	my	thesis	and	process	of	corroborating	personal	observations	
with	secondary	sources	owes	much	to	Emma	Poltrack’s	unpublished	thesis	on	
the	 all-male	 Shakespeare	 company	 Propeller,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 Arden	
																																																								






research	 takes	 its	 lead	 from	Menzer’s	mission	 statement	 in	his	preface:	 ‘to	
honour	 the	 institution	 by	 taking	 its	 claims	 and	 its	 project	 seriously,	
recognizing	 its	 contributions,	 noting	 its	 inconsistencies,	 but	 above	 all	
attempting	to	locate	and	position	it	within	the	twenty-first	century	landscape	
of	Shakespeare	and	performance’.17		
Among	 those	 critics	 whose	 work	 has	 contributed	 to	 the	 theoretical	
principles,	 terminology	 and	 methodology	 of	 my	 research,	 Lanier’s	 has	
provided	the	template	for	my	own	exploration	of	the	cultural	divide	between	
highbrow	and	lowbrow	Shakespeare.	In	his	abbreviation	of	‘Shakespeare’	and	









Prescott’s	 definitions	 of	 Shakespearean	 adaptation	 by	 methods	 of	
artistic	 engagement,	 such	 ‘[c]ollage’21	 and	 ‘[m]ashing	 up’,22	 directly	 inform	
how	 I	 present	 the	 RSC’s	 various	 ‘adaptive	 tactics’23	 and	 have	 been	 a	 vital	
influence	on	my	approach	to	the	semantics	of	adaptation.	A	further	essential	
part	 of	 my	 methodology	 has	 been	 based	 on	 Linda	 Hutcheon’s	 ‘doubled	
definition	of	adaptation	as	product	(as	extensive,	particular	transcoding)	and	
																																																								














interpreted	 through	 a	 critique	 of	 the	 RSC	 and	 their	 Shakespeare-focused	
work.	My	interviews	reveal	creative	decisions	made	by	the	company	during	
these	texts’	development	and	allow	for	the	dual	analysis	of	how	they	adapted	






synonyms	 and	 interpretations	 that	 scholars	 variously	 attach	 to	 their	 own	
specific	 theories.	 For	 example,	 in	 her	 introduction	 to	 Adaptation	 and	
Appropriation,	Julie	Sanders	presents	a	list	of	no	fewer	than	thirty-eight	terms	
that	 encompass	 ‘the	 vocabulary	 of	 adaptation’,	 from	 ‘borrowing’	 to	 ‘re-
evaluation’.25	Prescott	reflects	that	 ‘[m]uch	ink	has	been	spilled	in	assessing	
the	finer	taxonomical	distinctions	between	what	counts	as	an	adaptation,	an	
offshoot,	 a	 spin-off’.26	 Mark	 Fortier	 and	 David	 Fischlin	 suggest	 that	 even	
‘adaptation	 is	 not	 the	 right	 name	 […]	 because	 there	 is	 no	 right	 name’.27	




Sanders	 also	 provides	 a	 clear	 definition	 between	 the	 two	 areas	 from	
which	 her	 study	 derives	 its	 title:	 ‘adaptation	 signals	 a	 relationship	with	 an	
informing	sourcetext	or	original	[…]	appropriation	frequently	affects	a	more	












product	 and	 domain’.29	 Elsewhere,	 Sanders	 addresses	 how	 a	 hypertext	
behaves	in	relation	to	its	foundational	hypotext,	especially	when	the	latter	is	




social	 contexts,	 and	 that	energy	 shifts	 from	medium	 to	medium’.30	This	has	
resulted	in	an	upheaval	within	traditional	perceptions	of	media,	such	as	comic	
book	adaptations,	as	a	debasement	of	Shakespeare’s	heritage,	when	‘in	an	age	




























adaptation,	 both	 in	 its	 production	 and	 reception.	 In	 a	 thesis	 such	 as	mine,	
which	has	developed	in	direct	interface	with	its	subjects,	it	is	clear	that	that	
the	adaptive	decisions	taken	by	artists	are	often	unconscious	or	coincidental.	
Equally,	 the	 types	 of	 audiences	 who	 attend	 RSC	 performances	 are	 rarely	
concerned	with	whether	 or	 not	 their	 source	 of	 entertainment	 constitutes	 a	
Shakespearean	adaptation,	appropriation,	offshoot	or	any	of	the	other	myriad	







The	 RSC	 can	 be	 considered	 as	 part	 of	 a	 continuum	 of	 parodic	 adaptation,	
whose	work	 is	 clearly	 identifiable	with	 that	 of	 contemporaries	 such	 as	 the	
National	 Theatre	 of	 Brent,	 and	 with	 influences	 that	 include	 the	 Flying	
Karamazov	 Brothers	 (FKB)	 and	 Monty	 Python.	 Simultaneously,	 their	
performance	 techniques	 follow	 on	 from	 that	 of	 nineteenth-century	 literary	
burlesque,	 the	purpose	of	which	was	 to	 lampoon	so-called	 ‘serious’	 literary	
work,	genres	or	authors	through	comic	inversion.		It	is	essential,	therefore,	to	








York:	 Routledge,	 2013),	 pp.	 113-39;	 Stephen	 Purcell,	Popular	 Shakespeare:	 Simulation	 and	
Subversion	on	the	Modern	Stage	(Basingstoke:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	2009),	pp.	142-71;	Stephen	













indeed,	 most	 medium-to-large	 American	 cities	 had	 their	 own	 vaudeville	
theatre	and	acts	toured	regionally,	performing	for	a	national	audience,	making	
it	 one	 of	 the	 most	 highly	 influential	 and	 widely	 received	 forms	 of	
entertainment	in	the	early	twentieth	century.	Many	comedians	who	influenced	
the	RSC,	such	as	the	Marx	Brothers	and	The	Three	Stooges,	began	as	vaudeville	








are	notoriously	difficult	 […]	and	various	 terms,	 such	as	burlesque,	 travesty,	
burletta,	and	extravaganza	might	equally	be	applied	to	the	same	work’.37	It	is	
questionable	whether	the	average	RSC	audience	member	would	describe	the	
company’s	 work	 as	 fitting	 into	 any	 of	 the	 aforementioned	 categories,	
particularly	 that	 of	 burlesque,	 in	 view	of	 that	 particular	 genre’s	 recognised	







36	 The	 Marx	 Brothers	 and	 The	 Three	 Stooges	 were	 alluded	 to	 by	 their	 first	 names	 in	
performance	(whether	or	not	these	were	their	given	names).	The	RSC	have	continued	in	this	
tradition.			




their	 feelings	 towards	 the	 performance	 vocally	 and	 on	 occasion	 with	
missiles’.38	Theatre	managers	thus	sought	‘audiences	of	men	and	women	who	
were	 well-to-do	 or	 at	 least	 middle-class’,39	 precipitating	 the	 gradual	










to	 as	 the	 ‘Father	 of	 Vaudeville’,	 was	 largely	 responsible	 for	 vaudeville’s	
increased	 respectability,	 presenting	 ‘a	 vaudeville	 bill	 aimed	 specifically	 at	





and	 who	 were	 accustomed	 to	 a	 more	 liberal	 style	 of	 the	 genre’.43	 An	
examination	of	this	divergence,	which	occurred	over	a	century	ago,	facilitates	
the	 understanding	 as	 to	why	 contemporary	 practitioners	 of	 Shakespearean	
parody,	 such	 as	 the	 RSC,	 define	 themselves	 as	 vaudevillians	 rather	 than	














To	 envision	 nineteenth-century	 American	 Theatre	 audiences	
correctly,	one	might	do	well	to	visit	a	contemporary	sporting	event	
in	which	the	spectators	not	only	are	[…]	heterogeneous	but	are	also	





This	 fits	well	with	the	notion	of	audience	participation,	which	 is	an	 integral	
component	 of	 the	 RSC’s	 performances,	 such	 as	 the	 enlisting	 of	 audience	
members	to	create	a	storm	by	spraying	the	cast	with	water	pistols	during	the	




Levine	 also	 considers	 that	 ‘the	 nineteenth-century	 had	 harbored	 two	
Shakespeares:	 the	 humble,	 everyday	poet	who	 sprang	 from	 the	people	 and	
found	his	strength	and	inspiration	among	them,	and	the	towering	genius	[…]	
The	happy	symbiosis	between	the	two	began	to	wear	thin	by	the	end	of	the	
century	 when	 sacred	 Shakespeare	 emerged	 triumphant’,45	 illustrating	 the	
cultural	hierarchy	that	the	RSC	frequently	seek	to	undermine	in	their	work.	In	
Not	Shakespeare:	Bardolatry	and	Burlesque	in	the	Nineteenth	Century,	Richard	
W.	 Schoch’s	 critical	 study	 on	 Shakespeare	 burlesques	 within	 that	 specific	
historical	period,	he	refers	to	the	RSC	in	several	footnotes,	the	company	being	
among	 his	 few	 contemporary	 examples.	 This	 is	 significant	 in	 the	 degree	 to	
which	they	can	be	regarded	as	descendants	of	the	burlesque	tradition,	as	I	will	











not	 imply	–	 in	 its	name	–	that	 its	performances	will	burlesque	Shakespeare,	
even	though	many	aspects	of	their	performances	do’.47	His	study	begins	with	
a	 critical	 re-evaluation	 of	 these	 burlesques,	 both	 within	 their	 original	




burlesque	 turned	 on	 reductive	 oppositions	 between	 ‘high’	
and	 ‘low’	 culture	 in	 which	 the	 burlesque	 could	 only	 be	 a	
debauched	 version	 of	 a	 classic	 original.	 Twentieth-century	
critics	 generally	 followed	 a	 similar	 line	 of	 reason.	 Most	





Schoch	 attempts	 to	 disassociate	 the	 critical	 reading	 of	 Shakespearean	
burlesques	from	their	source	texts,	exploring	them	as	intertextual	mosaics	and	
performance	artefacts	to	be	understood	and	appreciated	independently	from	
Shakespeare’s	 original.	 His	 analysis	 of	 the	 continuation	 of	 ‘reductive	
oppositions	between	“high”	and	“low”	culture’49	connects	to	Levine’s	chapter	
on	Shakespeare’s	cultural	reputation	and	development	in	America,	in	which	he	
concludes	 that	 there	 exist	 ‘significant	 similarities	 between	 the	 audiences	 of	
Shakespeare’s	 own	 day	 and	 those	 he	 drew	 in	 America’,50	 in	 relation	 to	
Shakespeare’s	 cultural	 stratification	 during	 both	 early	 seventeenth-century	
England	 and	 nineteenth-century	 America.	 Levine	 interprets	 the	 role	 of	
Shakespearean	adaptation	as	a	 tool	employed	to	make	the	playwright	more	









vulgarizing	or	 simplifying	him	 to	 the	point	of	utter	distortion	but	 rather	by	
heightening	 those	 qualities	 in	 Shakespeare	 that	 American	 audiences	 were	
particularly	 drawn	 to’.51	 This	 bears	 comparison	with	 the	RSC’s	 recasting	 of	
Shakespeare	 into	 modern	 contexts	 to	 promote	 audience	 perception	 and	
approval.	
Lanier	warns	against	an	exclusively	positive	portrayal	of	Shakespearean	
burlesques,	 suggesting	 that	 they	 ‘segregated	 popular	 Shakespeare	 from	





limitations	 and	 negative	 aspects	 of	 parody,	 as	 revealed	 by	 the	 instances	 of	
serious	 drama	 which	 they	 include	 in	 both	 Complete	 Works	 and	 Long	 Lost.	
However,	their	interpretations	of	Shakespeare’s	plots,	characters	and	legacy	
in	a	condensed	format	are,	in	fact,	amplifications	of	the	playwright’s	cultural	
reception	 in	 theatre,	 film,	music	and	other	popular	media,	 setting	aside	 the	
length	of	 the	original	 narrative	 to	make	 room	 for	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	 role	 of	
Shakespeare	 in	 American	 cultural	 life.	 Levine’s	 contention	 that,	 for	 these	
American	 artists	 and	 audiences	 alike,	 ‘Shakespeare	was	 frequently	 seen	 as	
common	property	to	be	treated	as	the	user	saw	fit’,54	connects	his	viewpoint	
still	 further	with	the	RSC’s	own	process	of	adaptation.	His	discussion	of	 ‘the	
profound	 and	 longstanding	 nineteenth-century	 American	 experience	 with	
Shakespeare’55	and	why	this	makes	it	‘more	difficult	to	understand	why	he	lost	
so	 much	 of	 his	 audience	 so	 quickly’56	 serves	 as	 a	 useful	 critical	 model	 for	
understanding	the	RSC’s	artistic	origins,	as	well	as	the	reasons	why	their	work	















‘compression’	 and	 ‘condensation’,	 given	 that	 it	 is	 the	 dominant	 term	
throughout	 this	 thesis,	 reflecting,	as	 their	name	suggests,	 the	RSC’s	primary	
tool	of	adaptation.	‘Reduction’,	by	definition,	is	the	process	whereby	something	
is	made	smaller	or	less	in	amount.	It	also	describes	the	process	of	intensifying	
flavour,	 a	 sub-definition	 which	 can	 be,	 figuratively,	 applied	 to	 the	 ways	 in	
which	the	RSC	encapsulate	the	basic	essence	of	Shakespeare’s	plays	through	a	
series	of	scenes,	quotations	and	images.		
‘Abridgement’	 is,	 perhaps,	 the	 second	 most	 important	 term	 for	 any	
discussion	of	the	RSC,	given	that	the	word	‘abridged’	appears	as	a	parenthetical	










and	 figuratively	 squeezing	 it	 together	 in	 order	 to	 produce	 a	 new	 entity.	 I	
contend	 that	 this	 more	 accurately	 describes	 experimental	 texts	 and	





parodically	 interpret	 specific	 plays	 and	 genres	 in	 ways	 that	 radically	






on	 a	 warm	 surface,	 the	 term	 ‘condensation’	 means	 a	 concise	 version	 of	
something,	often	a	text.	This	might	describe	a	simplified	adaptation	where	the	
creator’s	intention	is	to	make	Shakespeare’s	plays	easier	to	understand	such	
as	 Charles	 and	 Mary	 Lamb’s	 Tales	 from	 Shakespeare	 (1807),	 or	 to	 literary	
guides	 such	 as	 Spark	Notes	 or	No	Fear	 Shakespeare,	which	break	 the	 texts	
down	 into	 scene-by-scene	 summaries	 or	 modern	 translations,	 chiefly	 for	
educational	 purposes.	 Although	 the	 RSC’s	 plays	 have	 been	 performed	 by	
school	groups	and,	arguably,	condense	plays	like	Romeo	and	Juliet	or	Hamlet	
into	 a	 ‘greatest	 hits’	 version	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 narrative,	 the	 term	
‘condensation’	describes	the	company’s	appropriation	of	the	playwright	less	
well	 than	 ‘reduction’,	 which	 implies	 the	 intensification	 of	 certain	
Shakespearean	tropes	at	the	expense	of	a	complete	re-telling	of	the	original	
plot.	The	difference	between	these	definitions,	all	of	which	might,	in	effect,	be	
used	 interchangeably,	 is	 encapsulated	 in	 the	 RSC’s	 self-description	 as	




possible	 intentions	within	 an	 act	 of	 reduction.	 For	 instance,	 staging	 a	 play	
usually	performed	by	a	large	ensemble	with	a	small	cast	delivers	a	different	
type	 of	 reduction	 to	 one	 in	 which	 the	 original	 text	 has	 been	 truncated.	
Moreover,	this	thesis	exclusively	analyses	companies	and	practitioners	whose	
reduced	Shakespearean	performances	seek	largely	to	produce	a	comic	effect,	
even	 in	 instances,	 such	 as	 physical	 theatre	 company	 Spymonkey’s	 The	
Complete	Deaths	(2016),	where	this	is	balanced	with	moments	of	pathos	and	
dramatic	 sincerity.	 Such	 forms	of	 reduction	differ	 greatly	 from	productions	
such	 as	 Tim	 Carroll’s	 2005	 three-man	 deconstruction	 of	 The	 Tempest	 at	
Shakespeare’s	Globe,	where	the	purpose	of	a	reduced	cast	was	geared	towards	
experimentation	with	the	form	and	interpretation	of	Shakespeare’s	text.	In	I,	
Shakespeare	 (2004-11),	Tim	Crouch’s	 series	 of	 one-man	Shakespeare	plays,	
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the	 wider	 narrative	 of	 a	 play	 is	 stripped	 away	 to	 focus	 on	 a	 marginalised	
character.	 Although	 they	 incorporate	 comedy,	 these	 were	 written	 with	 a	
younger	audience	in	mind	and	are	more	intentionally	pedagogic	than	the	RSC’s	
work.	 They	 also	 differ	 in	 being	more	 tightly	 structured	 around	 a	 sole	 idea,	
rather	 than	 attempting	 to	 fit	 Shakespeare’s	 complete	 works	 into	 a	 single	
production.	 The	 concerns	 of	 theatre	 companies	 such	 as	 the	 RSC	 and	
Spymonkey	 are	 centred	 on	 the	 position	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 work	 within	 a	
cultural	hierarchy	and,	furthermore,	as	a	vehicle	to	explore	meta-theatrically	
those	structures	within	the	dynamics	of	their	own	troupe.		
I	 will	 comprehensively	 consider	 the	 RSC’s	 name	 and	 initials	 in	 my	
opening	chapter;	however,	by	subverting	 the	 title	of	 the	Royal	Shakespeare	
Company,	whose	productions	are	accorded	a	level	of	prestige	and	expectation	
due	 to	 their	 cultural	 and	 historical	 reputation,	 not	 to	 mention	 their	
geographical	 location	 in	 the	 playwright’s	 birthplace,	 the	 ‘other’	 RSC	
simultaneously	 acknowledge	 and	 distort	 the	 pejorative	 connotations	 that	
surround	reduction.	Their	appropriation	of	the	Royal	Shakespeare	Company’s	
initials	also	evokes	a	strong	transatlantic	binary	alongside	some	bewilderment	










The	 seeds	 for	The	 Complete	Works	 of	William	 Shakespeare	 (abridged)	were	
sown	by	the	Reduced	Shakespeare	Company	(RSC)’s	founding	member,	Daniel	
Singer,	 even	 before	 the	 name	 or	 the	 ‘formal	 partnership’1	 had	 been	
established:	the	idea	for	the	play	came	first,	the	company,	second.	This	chapter	
begins	by	analysing	the	RSC’s	name,	costume	and	logo,	and	draws	comparisons	
between	 these	 key	 aspects	 of	 the	 company’s	 identity	 and	 those	 of	 the	
Shenandoah	 Shakespeare	 Express	 (SSE),	 another	 American	 theatrical	
institution	that	began	life	as	a	regional	theatre	company.	It	will	then	explore	
the	 RSC’s	 formation	 and	 early	 years,	 tracing	 the	 development	 of	 Complete	
Works	from	1981	to	1994.	
The	 issue	of	names	 in	 the	RSC	needs	 to	be	addressed	at	 the	outset:	 in	
performance,	 the	 three	 actors	 are	 addressed	 by	 their	 real	 forenames.		
However,	 regarding	 their	 methods	 in	 relation	 to	 Shakespeare’s	 plays	 and	
legacy	 in	 performance	 and	 culture,	 the	 RSC’s	work	 can	 be	 considered	 as	 a	
series	of	ongoing	structured	debates	between	three	contrasting	stereotypical	
responses,	each	of	which	is	represented	by	one	of	a	trio	of	characters:	Black,	
the	 erudite	 pseudo-intellectual	 (originated	 by	 Jess	 Winfield),	 Green,	 the	
unsophisticated	 enthusiast	 (originated	 by	 Adam	 Long)	 and	 Red,	 the	
exasperated	pragmatist	(originated	by	Singer),	who	strives	to	provide	balance	
and	keep	the	peace	between	his	two	antithetical	colleagues.	Named	in	honour	


























ubiquitous	 Chucks	 (the	 converse	 star	 replaced	 by	 a	 sketch	 of	
Shakespeare’s	head).3		
	








(2007),	 the	script	 refers	 to	 them	as	Red,	Black	and	Green,	with	 instructions	given	 to	other	
companies	who	wish	to	perform	the	play	that,	in	place	of	these,	they	use	their	own	forenames.	
To	differentiate	between	the	fictional	RSC	roles	in	performance	and	my	reference	to	their	real-
life	 counterparts	 in	 personal	 interviews,	 I	 will	 refer	 to	 the	 characters	 by	 their	 forenames	
(Daniel,	Jess	and	Adam)	and	the	interviewees	by	their	surnames	(Singer,	Winfield	and	Long).	












in	 the	 present,	 reflected	 through	 the	 combination	 of	 simple	 costumes	 and	




both	 the	 pace	 and	 practice	 of	 their	 actors’	 express	 delivery.’4	 Secondly,	 as	
Menzer	 further	 explains,	 ‘[o]ne	 early	 rejected	 name	 for	 the	 SSE	 –	 a	 name	




Soup’,6	 before	 requisitioning	 the	 letters	 synonymous	 with	 Stratford-upon-



















their	 choice	 of	 name	 simultaneously	 represented	 their	 satirising	 of	 its	
concomitant	institutions	and	conventions.		




or	 opposing,	 but	 instead	what	 the	 company	 themselves	 represent,	 namely,	






the	 ‘Company’,	 reduced	 as	 they	 are	 in	 performer	 numbers,	 rather	 than	 to	
‘Shakespeare’	 and	 his	work.	 The	 retention	 of	 the	 ‘Shakespeare’	 component	
throughout	their	history	not	only	reinforces	the	recognition	of	their	brand	for	


































synthesis	 that	merges	Shakespeare’s	 image	with	examples	of	 contemporary	
fashion	and	popular	culture,	the	RSC	and	SSE’s	emblems	and	costumes	might	
also	be	 interpreted	as	postmodern	hybrids,	which	blend	 the	England	of	 the	
past	with	contemporary	America.	Clearly,	the	RSC	and	SSE’s	choice	of	footwear	














they	 also	 help	 to	 convey	 its	 ideological	 commitments’.12	 For	 example,	 he	
describes	how	a	“storm-the-barricades’	rhetoric	showed	up	in	the	company’s	
programmes	 and	 brochures	 that	 spoke	 of	 ‘blowing	 the	 cobwebs’	 off	
Shakespeare	 or	 –	 borrowing	 a	 then-current	 MTV	 locution	 –	 offering	
Shakespeare	 ‘Unplugged”.13	 The	 RSC	 have	 made	 similar	 noises	 in	 their	
programme	notes,	describing	themselves	as	 ‘The	Bad	Boys	of	Abridgement’,	
clarifying	 that,	 in	 fact,	 they	 are	 ‘[t]he	 RSC	 (that’s	 the	 Reduced	 Shakespeare	
Company),	not	that	other	RSC	that	stole	our	initials’,	and	promising	to	‘take	you	
on	 a	 roller-coaster	 ride	 through	 all	 thirty-seven	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 plays	 in	
under	two	hours’.14	This	choice	of	words	reflects	the	rapid-fire	delivery	and	




their	 anti-establishment	 ideology	 and	performance	 style,	Menzer	 concludes	
that	‘[o]ver	the	decades,	the	Chuck	Taylors	[…]	came	to	look	less	like	choices	
born	of	necessity	than	faux	naïf	calculation.	Less	DIY	and	more	like	an	aging	
hipster	 in	 a	 pre-distressed	Pixies	 t-shirt’.15	One	 key	 difference	 between	 the	
companies	is	that	the	SSE	chose	‘to	transform	their	look	and	approach’16	and	
reject	a	name	with	a	direct	connection	to	the	Royal	Shakespeare	Company.	The	
other	 RSC,	 meanwhile,	 retained	 the	 incongruous	 footwear	 along	 with	 the	
name,	signalling	commitment	to	their	particular	hybrid	form	of	Shakespearean	
parody	and	homage.	A	 further	distinction	between	 the	 two	companies	 is	 in	
their	 choice	 of	 performance	 location.	 Although	 they	 continue	 to	 tour	
productions,	 the	 ASC	 ultimately	 chose	 to	 centralise	 their	 work	 at	 the	
Blackfriars.	Menzer	 suggests	 that,	 ‘[b]y	 adopting	 the	 procedures,	 protocols,	
and	 rhetoric	 of	 regional	 theatre	 operations,	 the	 ASC	 now	 smuggles	 its	










theatre’.17	 The	 RSC,	 by	 contrast,	 have	 never	 had	 a	 theatrical	 base,	 despite	
having	 established	 themselves	 as	 a	 prominent	 theatre	 brand	 that	 regularly	
returns	to	specific	venues	and	locations,	such	as	the	Edinburgh	Festival	Fringe.	














London.	 For	 this	 iteration	 of	 Complete	 Works,	 their	 second	 series	 of	
performances	in	the	UK,	Tichenor	recalls	that	‘the	programme	was	in	the	shape	
of	 the	 [Converse]	 boot’,20	 meaning	 that	 each	 audience	 member	 received	 a	
personal	 souvenir	 featuring	 the	 most	 distinctive	 part	 of	 the	 company’s	
costume.	
This	 image	 was	 subsequently	 replaced	 by	 their	 ‘Groucho	 Shakes’21		
pastiche	 of	 the	 Droeshout	 portrait,	 as	 Tichenor	 explains:	 ‘the	 first	 time	we	
discovered	it	was	when	[journalist]	Bernard	Levin	wrote	an	op-ed	in	The	Times	
about	 us	 in	 1992.	 The	 artwork	 that	 they	 created	 for	 that	 article	 was	 the	






















this	 gave	 a	 further	 clue	 to	 the	 company’s	 vaudevillian	 approach	 to	
Shakespeare.	 These	 principles	 have	 changed	 very	 little	 since	 the	 RSC’s	
formation	 and,	 despite	 their	 work	 being	 performed	 and	 translated	
internationally,	 the	 company	 continue	 to	 tour	 plays	 involving	 three-person	
ensembles,	 following	 the	 onstage	 company	 structure	 established	 by	 the	






of	 the	 ‘Groucho	 Shakes’	 logo	 throughout	 their	 history,	 reflecting	 their	






Figure	 1.3	The	 evolution	 of	 Groucho	 Shakes	 (left	 to	 right):	 The	 original	 1993	 image;	 the	
Groucho	Marx/George	Washington	mash-up	used	for	the	book	cover	of	The	Complete	History	












reflects	Long	 Lost’s	 shift	 away	 from	 the	more	 satirical	 stance	 presented	 by	
Complete	Works.	
Tichenor’s	language	also	suggests	a	form	of	textual	intercourse	between	
the	 source	 text	and	adapter,	 conveyed	 in	his	description	of	 the	RSC	 ‘having	
their	way’25	with	Shakespeare	through	the	process	of	adaptation.26	This	form	
of	 connection	 is	 theoretically	 conceptualised	 by	 Adam	Hansen	 and	Kevin	 J.	
Wetmore,	Jr.	through	‘the	idea	of	Shakespeare	as	a	vampire,	feeding	on	texts	
and	 also	 being	 fed	 upon	 and	 breeding	 a	 new	 generation	 of	 vampires.	
Shakespeare’s	 textual	 life	 is	 prolonged	 by	 those	 he	 feeds	 and	 feeds	 upon	







































bellicosity,	 compulsory	 female	 domesticity,	 stifling	 anticommunism,	 and	
narrow	ideals	of	a	nuclear	family’.31	However,	this	changed	over	time	and	she	
argues	 that,	 ‘[i]n	many	ways,	 the	Renaissance	 faire	 is	 a	mainstream,	 family	
affair	in	the	twenty-first	century,	a	largely	corporate	institution	whose	“brand”	



















two	 minor	 characters	 that	 intersect	 with	 Shakespeare’s	 play.33	 Marjorie	
Garber	asserts	that	Stoppard’s	text	‘both	interprets	and	upends	Hamlet.	It	is	
Hamlet	inside	out,	so	to	speak,	seen	from	the	green	room	or	the	wrong	end	of	
a	 telescope’.34	 Paul	 Prescott	 also	 cites	 it	 as	 an	 example	 of	 ‘decentring’35	
Shakespeare’s	work	in	theatrical	adaptation,	meaning	‘the	act	of	refocusing	the	
play	 away	 from	 its	 customary	 centre;	 not	 necessarily	 Hamlet	without	 the	
Prince,	 but	 certainly	Hamlet	 in	 which	 the	 Prince	 is	 not	 the	 main	 object	 of	
attention’.36	In	the	second	act	of	Complete	Works,	the	RSC	focus	exclusively	on	
Hamlet	and	employ	a	number	of	theatrical	devices	to	satirise	the	play’s	cultural	
and	 scholarly	 reputation,	 both	 reaffirming	 and	 decentring	 its	 position	 as	
‘[p]erhaps	the	greatest	play	ever	written	in	the	English	language’.37		
Kevin	J.	Wetmore,	Jr.	argues	that	Rosencrantz	and	Guildenstern	are	Dead	
constitutes	 a	 ‘deconstructive	 adaptation	 of	 Hamlet’,38	 that	 is,	 its	 narrative	
inhabits	 that	 of	 Shakespeare	 and,	 owing	 to	 its	 intertextuality,	 implicitly	
questions	perceptions	of	originality.	This	is	an	equally	apt	description	of	the	
RSC’s	approach	to	the	play,	which	dismantles	Hamlet	through	a	wide	range	of	
references	 to	 its	citation	and	use	 in	popular	culture	and	academic	analyses,	







33	 Rosencrantz	 and	 Guildenstern	 are	 Dead	 was	 first	 staged	 at	 the	 1966	 Edinburgh	 Fringe	
Festival	and	forms	part	of	a	continuum	of	Hamlet	adaptations	which	shift	the	focus	away	from	
the	 Prince	 onto	 Rosencrantz	 and	 Guildenstern,	 either	 for	 comic	 purposes,	 or	 to	 offer	 an	


















and	 its	 significance	 in	 their	 formation.	 Tom	Stoppard	 followed	Rosencrantz	
and	 Guildenstern	 are	 Dead	 with	 two	 further	 Hamlet-focused	 adaptations,	
Fifteen-Minute	Hamlet	 (1976)	 and	Dogg’s	Hamlet,	 Cahoot’s	Macbeth	 (1979).	
The	 former,	 which	 condenses	 Shakespeare’s	 play	 into	 thirteen	 minutes,	
offered	Singer	and	Winfield	an	initial	shared	experience;	it	had	given	Winfield	
his	first	role	at	the	University	of	California,	Berkeley,	and,	during	his	time	as	a	
UK	drama	 student	 at	 Guildford	 School	 of	 Acting,	 Singer	 had	 seen	 and	 been	
inspired	by	Stoppard’s	play.	He	recalls	that	he	first	saw	it	
	
in	 London	 around	 1979.	 The	 actors	 played	 their	 heavily-edited	
version	of	Hamlet	with	a	detached	sincerity	–	not	trying	to	be	funny,	
but	 just	 delivering	 their	 lines	 in	 a	 matter-of-fact	 way	 –	 and	 the	





The	vaudevillian	 tone	of	 serious	and	playful	 in	which	 the	RSC’s	material	 is	
rooted	 has	 echoes	 of	 Singer’s	 fascination	 with	 the	 incongruity	 between	




shaping	 their	 adaptation	 methodology	 and	 performance	 style	 as	 did	 the	









was	 that	 the	 show	succeeded	on	a	variety	of	 levels.	People	who	
knew	Hamlet	saw	that	it	was	a	clever	reduction;	people	who	didn’t	
were	 amused	 by	 our	 highbrow	 clowning	 done	 in	 the	 guise	 of	 a	




Singer	 held	 auditions	 for	 his	 half-hour	 Hamlet	 in	 August	 1981	 and	 cast	
Winfield	in	the	title	role,	Michael	Fleming	as	Claudius,	and	Barbara	Reinertson	
as	Ophelia	and	Gertrude.	It	is	worth	noting	that	the	trio	dynamic	was	not	an	










or	 if	 they	 had	 continued	 as	 a	 mixed-gender,	 four-person	 ensemble?	
































Romeo	 and	 Juliet,	 the	 latter	 won,	 with	 Singer	 serving	 as	 both	 Romeo	 and	
narrator,	 thus	 creating	 what	 would	 later	 become	 the	 opening	 section	 of	
Complete	 Works.	 They	 toured	 this	 production	 extensively	 at	 a	 number	 of	
venues	which,	according	to	the	company,	included	‘fairs,	festivals,	weddings,	
bar	mitzvahs	[and]	bake	sales’,46	illustrating	the	fact	that	the	duo	honed	their	








venue,	 not	 unlike	 the	 innyard	 performances	 of	 Elizabethan	 England,	 has	















Stephen	 Purcell	 has	 discussed	 how	 Shakespeare’s	 Globe	 has	 hosted	
comedy	events	and	employed	a	number	of	actors	with	a	background	in	stand-
up,	 as	well	 as	 the	 recent	 history	 of	 celebrity	 comedians	 appearing	 in	 other	
productions,	from	Ken	Dodd	to	Dawn	French.49	Purcell	explains	that,	‘[i]n	the	
Elizabethan	 theatre,	 there	 was	 no	 divide	 between	 popular	 comedians	 and	
classically	trained	actors;	Will	Kempe	worked	alongside	the	equally	well-loved	
Richard	Burbage,	and	actors	played	both	comic	and	tragic	roles.	The	clowns	
were	 part	 of	 an	 ensemble	 of	 actors,	 and	 as	 such,	 plays	 were	 written	 as	
ensemble	pieces’.50	The	Renaissance	faires	in	which	the	RSC	operated	were	not	
unlike	this	environment,	the	barriers	between	highbrow	actors	and	lowbrow	
comedians	 being	 less	 prevalent	 than	 in	 the	 more	 traditional	 performance	
spaces	of	the	twentieth	century.	
These	 influences,	 along	with	 early	 experiences	with	 different	 types	 of	
entertainers	at	Renaissance	faires,	shaped	the	way	in	which	the	RSC	interacted	











49	 Stephen	 Purcell,	 Popular	 Shakespeare:	 Simulation	 and	 Subversion	 on	 the	 Modern	 Stage	
(Palgrave	Macmillan,	2009),	pp.	81-3,	107-9,	113-15.	




wasn’t	 any	 real	 delineation	 or	 difference	 between	 us	 and	 the	
audience,	which,	later,	when	we	were	working	in	theatres,	is	why	









the	 only	 way	 you	 could	 get	 an	 audience	 to	 come	 in	 was	 if	 you	
actually	went	out,	talked	to	people	as	they	went	past,	and	dragged	
them	 to	 the	 stage,	 so	your	performance	would	 start	 ten	minutes	



























































Long’s	 chosen	 alter-ego	 suggests	 a	 connection	 between	 the	 RSC’s	 physical	
approach	and	Adam’s	affinity	with	a	particular	Shakespearean	character	type,	
which	aligns	him	most	closely	with	the	Fool.	This	heightened	theatricality	is	
achieved	 by	 using	 the	 name	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 Ajax,	 the	 imposing,	 yet	 dim-
witted	 Greek	 warrior	 of	 Troilus	 and	 Cressida,	 alongside	 the	 surname	
‘Semaphore’	to	conjure	an	image	of	waving	flags	as	communicators.	Thus,	Long	
created	 a	 title	 for	 himself	 to	 designate	 a	 character	 based	 on	 a	 parodic	
combination	of	Elizabethan	actor	and	enthusiastic	attention	seeker.	
In	 Complete	 Works,	 although	 Adam	 fulfils	 the	 role	 of	 a	 chaotic	 and	
somewhat	disruptive	force,	encouraging	his	colleagues	to	engage	physically,	
rather	 than	 textually,	 with	 Shakespeare’s	 work,	 he	 tries	 nonetheless	 to	
promote	the	company’s	mission:	to	make	it	more	accessible	for	their	audience.	
Moreover,	the	structure	and	narrative	progression	of	the	Rude	Mechanicals	in	






archetypes,	 in	mythology,	 in	 basic	 recurrent	 situations;	 and	 inevitably	 it	 is	
deeply	embedded	in	social	tradition’.59	Long’s	account	helps	to	demonstrate	
how	 important	 the	 performance	 environment	 of	 the	 Renaissance	 faire	was	
towards	 the	 development	 of	 the	 RSC’s	 three	 different	 comic	 archetypes	 in	
Complete	Works.	In	the	company’s	case,	these	social	traditions	were	also	those	
of	 the	 faire:	 rough,	 transient	and,	most	significantly,	 cradled	within	modern	
American	 culture’s	 fictional,	mythologised	 recreation	 of	 an	 English	 cultural	
past.		








A	 central	 proposition	 within	 each	 of	 their	 productions	 is	 that	 of	 three	
Americans	presenting	a	 crass	 reduction	of	 an	 impossibly	 large	 topic,	whilst	
relying	 for	 success	 on	 their	 knowledge	 of	 popular	 culture,	 rather	 than	 on	
thorough	research	into	their	subject	matter.	They	also	sought	to	capitalise	on	
how	audiences	outside	America	might	enjoy	seeing	American	culture,	as	well	
as	 Shakespeare,	 ridiculed	 or	 parodied.	 Singer	 notes,	 for	 instance,	 that	 ‘as	
American	 satirists,	 we	 found	 it	 vital,	 when	 performing	 outside	 the	 USA,	 to	
make	jokes	critical	of	life	in	America,	because	audiences	love	to	see	America	
taken	down	a	peg’.61	This	is	particularly	apparent	in	the	RSC’s	success	in	the	
UK,	 where	 audience	 members	 –	 some	 of	 whom	may	 view	 Shakespeare	 as	
exclusively	English	cultural	and	intellectual	property	–	might	enjoy	witnessing	
the	 self-aware	 disparagement	 of	 US-influenced	 Shakespeare	 by	 three	
American-accented	 actors.	 Shakespeare’s	 plays	 and	 twentieth-century	
American	 popular	 entertainment,	 such	 as	 Disney,	 are	 undoubtedly	 cultural	
superpowers,	 and	 one	 of	 the	 RSC’s	 main	 resources	 is	 the	 comic	 energy	
produced	 by	 tearing	 down	 these	 idols.	 Consequently,	 the	 company	 satirise	
modern	 American	 cultural	 dominance	 and,	 in	 Complete	 Works	 specifically,	




The	 RSC	 developed	 their	 performance	 techniques	 and	 archetypes	 among	 a	
milieu	of	non-traditional	 theatre	performers,	with	whom	they	competed	for	
the	 attention	 (and	 money)	 of	 audience	 members.	 As	 Singer	 and	 Long	
discovered	 when	 ‘sharing	 a	 performance	 venue	 with	 the	 world-renowned	
juggling	 team	 Sean	 and	 Robert	 […]	 these	 master	 manipulators	 made	 a	













introducing	 a	 more	 literal	 form	 of	 hustle	 into	 their	 performances.	 In	 the	
appendix	 to	 Complete	 Works,	 they	 describe	 this	 in	 terms	 of	 an	 invented	
equation:	 ‘j/sec	 x	mph	 =	 $	®	 H’.63	 This	 stands	 for	 ‘jokes	 per	 second	 times	
breakneck	pace	equals	dollar	bills	in	hand’,	a	formula	produced	by	the	duo’s	
realisation	that	audiences	would	be	more	likely	to	appreciate	their	work	and	






the	 play	 introduces	 Jess	 as	 a	 ‘caricature	 academic	 [who]	 lamenting	 falling	





masses.	 […]	 A	 future	 where	 this	 book	 (indicating	 the	
‘Complete	Works’)	will	be	 found	 in	every	hotel	 room	 in	
the	world!	This	is	my	dream,	ladies	and	gentlemen,	and	it	
begins	here,	tonight.	Join	us!	Join	us	in	taking	those	first	















In	 this	 speech,	 the	 RSC	 satirise	 bardolatry	 –	 extreme	 admiration	 for	
Shakespeare’s	 life	 and	work	 –	 by	 likening	 it	 to	 a	 form	of	 religious	worship	
through	 Jess’s	 fervent	 declaration	 that	 (through	 Complete	 Works)	
Shakespeare’s	work	will	soon	‘be	found	in	every	hotel	room	in	the	world’,67	a	
parodic	 reference	 to	 Gideons	 International,	 the	 evangelical	 Wisconsin	
Christian	association	primarily	involved	in	the	free,	international	distribution	
of	 Bibles,	 an	 endeavour	 which	 began	 at	 the	 Superior	 Hotel	 in	 Superior,	
Montana	during	1908.	The	passing	of	a	collection	plate	amongst	the	audience	
imitates	and	parodies	this	practice	during	church	services,	further	suggesting	




playwright	 by	 institutions	 such	 as	 the	 Royal	 Shakespeare	 Company	where,	
after	attending	a	performance,	the	audience	exit	pursued	by	a	gift	shop.	
Furthermore,	the	RSC	parody	their	own	outdoor	act	of	passing-the-hat	
by	 bringing	 this	 practice	 to	 the	 increasingly	 large	 indoor	 theatre	 venues	 in	


















donations,	 paraphrasing	 Puck’s	 epilogue	 from	 Dream,	 and	 calling	 to	 mind	
those	 who	 primarily	 view	 Shakespeare	 as	 a	 financial	 commodity	 to	 be	
plundered.	Next,	he	appropriates	 the	well-known	Star	Wars	motto	 ‘may	the	
Force	be	with	 you’,	which,	 in	performance,	 the	 actor	playing	Black	delivers	
while	making	the	equally	famous	Vulcan	salute	from	Star	Trek.	This	insider-
joke	confusion	between	the	two	science-fiction	franchises	is	emblematic	of	the	
troupe’s	 alleged	 incompetence,	 suggesting	 that	 they	 are	 just	 as	 uninformed	
about	popular	culture	as	they	are	about	Shakespeare.	Also,	the	reference	offers	
a	gentle	mockery	of	those	who	are	intent	on	proving	Shakespeare’s	continuing,	
all-pervasive	 influence	 on	 popular	 culture.	 Finally,	 the	 celebratory	 and	
evangelistic	 overtones	 of	 ‘Hallelujah’	 further	 call	 to	 mind	 the	 practice	 of	
bardolatry	and	the	zealous	fervour	with	which	some	revere	the	playwright	and	
his	work,	to	the	exclusion	of	other	artists.	
After	 completing	 his	 degree	 at	 Berkeley,	 Winfield	 returned	 to	 the	
company	in	1985	to	perform	Hamlet	and	R&J	in	repertory	at	the	RPFS.	This	is	



























comedy	 style	 and	 fast-paced	 reductions,	 honed	 for	 Renaissance	 faire	
audiences,	 might	 equally	 be	 suited	 to	 the	 environment	 of	 the	 Edinburgh	
Festival	 Fringe,	 which	 features	 a	 similar	 carnival	 atmosphere,	 involving	
performers	in	rounding	up	audiences	and	persuading	them	to	watch	a	fuller	
version	of	their	performances.73	R&J	and	Hamlet	gave	the	RSC	a	forty-minute	
show,	 so	 they	 needed	 to	 add	 twenty	 minutes,	 which,	 they	 decided,	 would	
encompass	 the	 rest	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 canon	 and	 enable	 them	 to	 take	 the	
resulting	hour-long	production	to	Edinburgh.	They	divided	up	responsibility	
for	 reducing	 the	 other	 thirty-five	 plays:	 Singer	 (Histories),	 Winfield	
(Tragedies)	 and	 Long	 (Comedies)	 and	wrote	 a	 two-minute	 sketch	 of	 every	









National	 Theatre	 of	 Brent,	whose	 first	 production,	 in	 1980,	was	 a	 reduced	 version	 of	The	
Charge	 of	 the	 Light	 Brigade.	 The	 company’s	 name	 is	 a	 riff	 on	 another	 British	 theatrical	
institution.	 The	 company’s	 principal	 member	 is	 its	 writer	 and	 artistic	 director,	 Desmond	
Olivier	Dingle	(played	by	Patrick	Barlow),	whose	name	further	parodies	Laurence	Olivier,	the	
first	artistic	director	of	the	National	Theatre.	He	is	joined	by	an	assistant	–	referred	to	by	Dingle	









completion,	 the	 RSC	 also	 decided	 to	 include	 a	 metatheatrical	 focus	 on	 the	
enterprise	 that	 they	 were	 undertaking,	 namely	 the	 process	 of	 three	
performers	who	are	striving	to	condense	Shakespeare’s	thirty-seven	plays	into	
a	one-hour	production.	The	company’s	 initial	play	scripts	 indicate	 that	 they	
were	 predominantly	 focused	 on	 condensing	 these	 into	 short	 scenes	 which	
could	 be	 performed	 by	 three	 people	 and	 would	 involve	 some	 degree	 of	
audience	 participation.	 Moreover,	 these	 early	 drafts	 deviate	 from	
Shakespeare’s	 original	 text	 much	 less	 than	 the	 later,	 published	 version	 of	
Complete	Works.	For	instance,	in	a	Timon	of	Athens	skit,	a	member	of	the	public	
was	enlisted	to	play	the	title	role	and,	 in	the	ensuing	confusion,	 is	 forced	to	
relinquish	his	possessions	and	remove	items	of	clothing:	
	
DANIEL:	 So	Timon	 flees	Athens	 forever,	 leaving	behind	his	 false	
friends	 as	 well	 as	 renouncing	 his	 home	 and	 all	 his	 worldly	
possessions.	
JESS:	 Do	 you	 have	 any	 possessions	 on	 you	 that	 you’d	 like	 to	
renounce?	



















chaotic	 sequence	 from	 the	 play’s	 final	 scene,	 during	 which	 Antipholus	 of	
Ephesus	 regales	 the	 returned	Duke	with	 the	play’s	 events,	 and	 features	 the	
intriguing	stage	direction	‘(enter	Ant.	S.)	(mirror	routine?)’.75	This	refers	to	the	





This	 reveals	 a	 correlation	 between	 the	 company’s	 primary	 influences	
and	 the	 style	 in	 which	 they	 intended	 to	 match	 particular	 Shakespearean	
moments	–	such	as	twins	being	confused	at	their	identical	appearance	–	with	
vaudeville	 routines.	 The	 RSC’s	Much	 Ado	 About	 Nothing,	 for	 instance,	 was	




full-length	 ones	 (Othello	 and	 Julius	 Caesar/Antony	 and	 Cleopatra)	 or	
monologues	removed	from	the	context	of	a	wider	text	(Posthumus’s	‘Is	there	
no	way	for	men	to	be’	soliloquy	and	Jaques’s	‘All	the	world’s	a	stage’	speech).		




favour	 of	 a	 narrative	 built	 around	 the	 company’s	 original	 R&J	 and	Hamlet	
reductions,	 the	central	 features	remained,	 in	 the	 tropes	 that	have	remained	
consistent	in	RSC	performances:	audience	participation,	pop	culture	allusions,	
vaudeville	 performance	 techniques	 and	 references	 designed	 to	 localise	 the	
play	for	individual	audiences.	








we	 did’.77	 The	 original	 version	 of	 the	 comedies,	 which	 involved	 working	










primarily	 concentrate	 on	 inverting	 audience	 expectations	 about	 plays	with	
serious,	 tragic	consequences,	 locating	 the	comedy	within	 the	ways	 in	which	
these	 function	 onstage,	 and	 exploring	what	 happens	when	 one	 attempts	 to	
perform	them	with	only	three	actors.	Linda	Hutcheon	states	that	parody	can	
be	 ‘a	 form	of	 imitation,	 but	 imitation	 characterized	by	 ironic	 inversion,	 not	
always	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 the	 parodied	 text’79	 or,	 ‘in	 another	 formulation,	
repetition	 with	 critical	 distance,	 which	 marks	 difference	 rather	 than	
similarity’.80	 I	 suggest	 that	 the	 RSC’s	 form	 of	 parody	 should	 be	 defined	 by	
Hutcheon’s	 first	 category,	 rooted	 as	 it	 is	 in	 the	 comedic	 inversion	 of	
Shakespearean	tropes	and	interpretations.	Through	the	dual	influence	of	the	




















home	 in	 California’.81	Multiple	 bookings	 began	 to	materialise,	 transforming	




The	RSC	 further	expanded	the	show	for	 their	 first	US	tour	by	 incorporating	
audience	participation	into	the	second	act.	The	next	significant	change	that	the	
company	experienced	was	in	1989,	when	Singer	left	to	pursue	a	career	as	an	
‘Imagineer’	 for	 the	 Walt	 Disney	 Company.	 Given	 that	 the	 RSC’s	 three	
archetypes	had	been	constructed	and	developed	around	Singer,	Winfield	and	
Long’s	specific	personalities,	as	well	as	 the	synergy	between	 the	actors	and	
audiences	 at	 the	 faires	 and	 Fringe	 performances,	 the	 loss	 of	 their	 founder	
member	 could	 have	 significantly	 damaged	 the	 company	 and	 future	




training	 in	 graduate	 school	 and	 then	 having	 joined	 the	 circus’,83	 which	 he	
recalls	 Winfield,	 who	 had	 known	 him	 at	 Berkeley,	 describing	 to	 him	 as	 ‘a	
perfect	combination	of	skills’.84		
The	 company’s	 success	 continued,	 and	 in	March	 1992,	 they	 began	 an	
unlimited	engagement	at	 the	Arts	Theatre	 in	London’s	West	End.	However,	
three	months	into	their	season,	the	RSC	lost	another	founder	member	when	
















the	 Berkeley	 campus	 riots	 which	 took	 place	 during	 the	 late	 1960s,	 these	
university-educated,	 middle-class	 men	 were	 used	 to	 raillery	 and	 protest	
against	 the	 status	 quo,	 and	 spent	 the	 formative	 years	 of	 their	 formal,	
intellectual	 development	 at	 an	 institution	 with	 a	 radical	 history	 and	
connotations.	
Discussing	why	these	periods	of	transition	and	change	failed	to	disrupt	
the	 company,	Long	explains	 that,	because	Singer	and	Winfield	 ‘left	one	at	 a	
time,	 […]	 there	were	 always	 two	 people	 in	 the	mix	 that	 had	 been	 doing	 it	
regularly,	so	I	was	never	in	a	position	where	I	was	the	only	one’.85	This	ensured	
that	their	onstage	dynamic	never	shifted	significantly	and	remained	consistent	
with	 the	 production’s	 original	 structure.	 Long	 suggests	 that	 the	 success	 of	
these	changes	was,	in	fact,	‘encouraging,	because	it	meant	that	we	learned	that	
you	didn’t	have	to	teach	people	to	[perform	the	roles]	exactly	like	this	person	
did,	 as	 long	 as	 somebody	 served	 the	 function	 that	 they	 needed	 to	 serve’.86	


























that’s	 the	white	 face	clown	or	the	“Stern”.	The	“Auguste”	clown	is	 the	goofy	







survive	 the	departure	of	 founding	members,	but	 it	 suggested	 that	 the	show	
could	evolve	and	remain	fresh	by	introducing	new	actors	to	the	company.	Long	




theatre	 company	 into	 a	 viable	 business,	 built	 on	 the	 franchise	 model	 of	
Complete	Works.	It	is	evident	that	commercial	success	opened	many	doors	for	
the	RSC,	which	has	resulted	in	the	transformation	of	the	company	from	a	fringe	















money.	 Now	 our	 show	 is	 regularly	 performed	 by	 Shakespeare	
festivals,	alongside	Shakespeare’s	plays.90	
	
The	 company’s	 reputation	 developed	 still	 further	 when	 Complete	 Works	
transferred	 to	 the	Criterion	Theatre	and	began	a	nine-year	run	 from	March	
1996	to	April	2005,	during	which	time	it	was	nominated	for	Best	Comedy	at	
the	Laurence	Olivier	Awards	in	1997.	It	was	performed	3,744	times,	becoming	
the	 longest-running	comedy	play	and	 fourth	 longest-running	play	overall	 in	
London’s	West	End,	to	date.	
The	 company’s	 early	 work	 can	 be	 described	 as	 a	 UK/US	 fusion	 of	






Stoppard’s	work	prior	 to	 their	 collaboration	gave	 the	RSC	an	early	point	of	
reference	for	the	practical	abridgement	of	Shakespeare.	I	suggest	that,	through	




















The	 Complete	 Works	 of	 William	 Shakespeare	 (abridged)	 was	 the	 Reduced	




which	 condensed	 pre-existing	 material	 into	 fast-paced,	 metatheatrical	
productions.	In	other	plays,	such	as	The	Complete	History	of	America	(abridged)	
and	The	Complete	History	of	Comedy	(abridged),	however,	the	company	applied	
this	 reductive	 methodology	 to	 a	 series	 of	 historical	 events	 rather	 than	 to	
literary	 works.	 Complete	 Works	 has	 defined	 the	 company’s	 international	
reputation,	watched	by	hundreds	of	thousands	of	people	across	the	globe	both	
in	person	and	online,	translated	into	numerous	languages	and	staged	by	many	
professional	 and	 amateur	 companies.1	 Yet,	 as	 I	 showed	 in	my	 introduction,	
until	now	the	play	has	not	received	comprehensive	critical	attention	to	match	
this	popular	awareness.	




to	 tackle	 an	 insurmountable	 feat.	 Due	 to	 the	 company	 founders’	 ongoing	
																																																								
1	A	 television	 film	of	Complete	Works,	 recorded	 for	PBS	 in	2001,	has	been	viewed	840,306	
times,	commented	on	596	times	and	received	10,815	‘likes’	on	YouTube	up	to	Friday	24th	May	











the	 currently	 unpublished	 2018	 update.	 In	 ‘Re-Revising	 Shakespeare’,	 a	
chapter	written	by	Jess	Winfield	for	the	book	Shakespeare	and	Me,	he	reflects	
on	the	question	of	the	“authoritative’	text’2	for	Complete	Works.	The	play	was	
first	 performed	 in	 1987	 and	 has	 since	 been	 performed	 worldwide	 by	
numerous	theatre	groups,	who	adjust	the	text	in	keeping	with	their	location	
and	update	 the	show’s	 topical	references	 to	suit	contemporary	audiences,	a	
practice	 which	 is	 actively	 encouraged	 by	 the	 RSC	 in	 their	 instructions	 for	
performance	within	the	published	scripts.	In	the	2007	revision,	for	instance,	
the	 writers	 use	 an	 asterisk	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 script	 to	 indicate	
‘topical/cultural	references	that	the	cast	should	consider	revising	as	needed	










text,	 pay	 a	 licensing	 fee	 and	 are	 prohibited	 from	 using	 the	 name	 ‘Reduced	
Shakespeare	 Company’	 either	 in	 publicity	 or	 performance,	 the	RSC	 actively	
licenses	 the	mutation	 of	 their	 script	 by	 allowing	 companies	 freely	 to	 adapt	
references	 to	 suit	 their	 own	 location	 or	 period.	 This	 was	 shaped	 by	 the	











‘when	 eating	 dinner	 before	 a	 tour	 performance,	 we’d	 ask	 the	 local	
waitress/bartender	“what's	the	local	scandal,	what’s	your	sports	team,	what	
does	everyone	around	here	hate?”,	so	that	we	could	stick	in	a	few	topical	jokes.	
Audiences	 eat	 that	 stuff	 up’.5	 The	 fact	 that	 each	 particular	 performance	 of	
Complete	 Works	 had	 been	 curated	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	 idiosyncratic	
customs	 and	 features	 of	 their	 location	 helped	 foster	 the	 illusion	 for	
theatregoers	that	the	performance	was	exclusive	to	them,	thereby	giving	the	
RSC’s	 audiences	 a	 greater	 sense	 of	 ownership	 and	 investment	 in	 the	
production.	
Based	 on	 these	 personal	 experiences,	 the	 company	have	 continued	 to	
authorise	 different	 versions	 of	 the	 original	 script	 and	 encourage	
reinterpretation	of	their	material,	while	also	extending	the	RSC	brand	through	








for-word,	 its	 essential	 structure	 allows	 companies	 to	 update,	 adapt	 and	
otherwise	customize	the	work	to	suit	themselves.	This	means	it	can	never	go	
out	of	style	or	lose	its	relevance’.7		
The	 rules	 and	 restrictions	 placed	 by	 the	 company	 on	 the	 use	 of	 their	
material	somewhat	begs	the	question	as	to	whether	the	authoritative	text	for	
Complete	Works	should	be	regarded	as	 the	1994	original	published	version.	
Undoubtedly,	 the	 answer	 is	 complicated	 by	 there	 being	 three	 ‘official’	 RSC	
versions	of	the	text:	the	1994,	2007	and	2018	scripts.	Also,	by	revising	their	














This	 creative	 conflict	 between	 the	 impulse	 to	 update	 anachronous	
references	while	preserving	the	play’s	visual	impact	in	performance	is	made	
particularly	clear	in	its	opening	section,	during	which	Adam	comically	mixes	
up	 his	 set	 of	 index	 cards,	 with	 the	 result	 that	 a	 short	 description	 of	
Shakespeare’s	 life	 mutates	 into	 a	 Hitler	 biography.	 The	 2007	 revision	 was	




Such	 adjustments	 reveal	 the	 company’s	 commitment	 to	 adapting	 their	 own	
material	 in	 order	 to	 maintain	 both	 its	 contemporary	 relevance	 and	 comic	
appeal,	 while	 maintaining	 the	 traditional	 techniques	 that	 produce	 more	
effective	onstage	physical	comedy	than	can	be	derived	from	watching	an	actor	
read	from	a	portable	device.	The	revision	does	not	amend	significant	plot	and	
character	 details	 or	 dispense	 with	 any	 of	 the	 plays	 reduced	 in	 the	 1994	
original.	 Instead,	 the	 company	 took	 the	 opportunity	 to	 replace	 outdated	
cultural	 references	 with	 contemporary	 examples.	 This	 includes	 notable	
examples	such	as	the	substitution	of	the	original	conclusion	of	‘Rap	Othello’,	
during	which	Iago	 ‘[l]oaded	up	his	bags,	/	And	moved	to	Beverly…	/	…Hills,	












series	Desperate	Housewives	 (2004-12)	and	a	 simultaneous	harking	back	 to	
Adam’s	confusion	over	the	mooring	issue	of	the	play’s	title.	
Complete	Works	 is	 a	 play	which	 clearly	 is	 intended	 to	 be	 staged,	 and	
which	relies	significantly	on	the	physical	aspects	of	performance	derived	from	
its	Renaissance	faire	origins.	For	that	reason,	should	the	definitive	version	of	
the	play	be	 its	 initial	1987	performances	 in	California	and	Edinburgh,	given	
that	these	were	the	iterations	of	Complete	Works	that	informed	its	transfer	to	




object,	 than	 it	 is	an	unbounded	diachronic	series	of	events’.13	Has	 the	RSC’s	
script	for	Complete	Works,	whether	through	their	own	or	others’	processes	of	
revision,	similarly	evolved	to	the	stage	where	it	is	impossible	to	judge	the	play	
as	 a	 textual	 object,	 given	 its	 unpredictable	 variation	 from	 performance	 to	
performance?	 ‘The	 ideology	 of	 print	 is	 so	 powerful’,14	 Kidnie	 suggests,	 that	
‘performance,	 by	 comparison,	 is	 authentic	 insofar	 as	 it	 can	 reproduce	 the	
text’15	and	that	‘[a]uthenticity	[…]	always	already	present	in	the	text,	inevitably	





RSC’s	work	does	not	 follow	 the	 ‘ideology	of	print’	 that	Kidnie	 critiques.	His	
ambiguous	 conclusion	 to	 the	 question	 of	 which	 Complete	 Works	 is	 the	
authoritative	version,	is	 ‘of	course,	that	they	all	are,	and	that	none	is.	A	play	
exists	 in	 four	 dimensions;	 its	 documentation	 in	 text	 is	 merely	 a	 two-
dimensional	snapshot	of	it	at	a	given	moment	in	time’.17	He	supports	this	by	
																																																								











In	 this	 close	 reading,	 I	 will	 explore	 how	 and	 why	 the	 RSC	 focus	 on	
particular	areas	of	Shakespeare’s	work	and	cultural	life.	To	this	end,	I	will	refer	
to	 the	 two	 versions	 of	 the	 play:	 its	 first	 1994	 publication	 and	 the	 2001	
television	 performance	 featuring	 Adam	 Long,	 Reed	 Martin	 and	 Austin	







since	 it	 was	 uploaded	 in	 full	 to	 YouTube	 in	 2012	 by	 a	 user	 named	
‘TheLoveableMan2’.	Tellingly,	the	RSC	have	made	no	efforts	to	have	it	taken	
down,	such	 is	 the	video’s	popularity,	although	Winfield	has	also	uploaded	a	





and	 become	 an	 authoritative	 text	 in	 its	 own	 right,	 shaping	 viewers’	 initial	
exposure	 to	 the	 company	 and	 their	 performance	 techniques.	 The	 video’s	
comment	 section	 also	 reveals	 that	 this,	 rather	 than	 the	 original	 script	 or	





of	 it	 in	Tarpon	Springs.	 It	was	a	 little	different,	 like	a	 joke	about	
																																																								
18	Ibid,	p.	184.	














differed	 slightly	 from	 the	 ‘definitive	 version’	 on	 YouTube.	 This	 does	 not	
suggest	that	YouTube	is	viewed	here	as	the	definitive	platform	for	the	RSC’s	
content,	but	it	does	reveal	that	this	particular	audience	member	perceives	the	





different,	 claiming	 that	 watching	 the	 production	 on	 YouTube	 cannot	 quite	
compare	 with	 the	 experience	 of	 a	 live	 performance,	 implying	 that	 the	




O’Neill	 explains	 that	 ‘[a]s	 a	video	enters	YouTube’s	databank,	 it	 is	not	
																																																								
20	Jadara	Hino	(2017),	Re:	The	Complete	Works	of	William	Shakespeare	(Abridged)	[YouTube	
video],	 Retrieved	 from	 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yqmfrqAVeK0>	 [Accessed	 17	
April	2018].	
21	 u2good2b4gotn	 (2017),	 Re:	 The	 Complete	 Works	 of	 William	 Shakespeare	 (Abridged)	
[YouTube	 video],	 Retrieved	 from	 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yqmfrqAVeK0>	
[Accessed	17	April	2018].	
22	The	decision	to	use	Long,	Martin	and	Tichenor	in	the	PBS	special	was	itself	a	contentious	










requirement	 that	 users	 agree	 to	 its	 terms	 and	 conditions’.23	 My	 following	
scene-by-scene	analysis	reveals	that	this	version	is	itself	an	adaptation	for	film	
and,	consequently,	performs	particular	scenes	directly	to	camera	for	the	home	


























24	 This	 is	 in	 keeping	 with	 the	 recent	 proliferation	 in	 cinemas	 of	 live	 broadcasts	 of	












which	 the	 audience	 must	 follow:	 no	 photography,	 recording	 of	 the	 show,	
eating,	drinking	or	smoking.	He	then	informs	them	that	‘[s]hould	the	theater	
experience	 a	 sudden	 loss	 of	 pressure,	 oxygen	 masks	 […]	 will	 drop	
automatically	[…]’.26	This	parodies	the	safety	address	delivered	by	an	airline	
flight	attendant,	both	rooting	their	production	 in	a	commercial	context,	and	
drawing	 the	 audience’s	 attention	 to	 their	 surroundings,	 and	 by	 continuing	
‘please	take	a	moment	now	to	locate	the	exit	nearest	your	seat’,27	he	completes	
the	process	of	removal	of	any	vestige	of	theatrical	artifice.	Daniel	next	outlines	




Jess,	 who,	 as	 ‘one	 of	 California’s	 preeminent	 Shakespeare	 scholars’29	 will	
‘provide	a	brief	preface’30	and	Adam,	who	appears	from	a	seat	in	the	stalls	to	
present	‘a	brief	biography	of	the	life	of	William	Shakespeare’.31		
The	 positioning	 of	 Jess	 and	 Adam,	 respectively	 onstage	 and	 offstage	
immediately	establishes	the	conflict	that	drives	the	action	of	the	play’s	first	act.	
Jess	is	given	a	grand	introduction	by	Daniel,	while	Adam	walks	onto	the	stage	
from	 the	 auditorium,	 having	 posed	 as	 an	 audience	 member.	 The	 RSC’s	
highbrow/lowbrow	dynamic	is	established	from	the	outset,	with	the	academic	












running	 of	 the	 production	 as	 well	 as	 acting	 as	 the	 go-between,	 keeping	 a	
balance	between	his	two	contrasted	colleagues.		
Adam’s	first	role	in	the	play	is	to	convince	the	audience	that	he	is	one	of	
them.	 This	 becomes	 clear	 during	 Jess’s	 pseudo-schoolmaster	 attempt,	 via	 a	
show	 of	 hands,	 to	 ascertain	 the	 audience’s	 Shakespearean	 knowledge	 by	
asking	 ‘how	many	 of	 you	 here	 tonight	 have	 ever	 seen	 or	 read	 any	 play	 by	
William	Shakespeare’.32	 In	 the	PBS	Special,	 and	 in	 the	majority	 of	 recorded	
performances,	almost	every	audience	member	raises	a	hand,	which	results	in	
Jess’s	immediate	attempt	to	leave	the	stage	in	panic.	Daniel,	in	a	comic	aside	to	
his	 colleague,	 reassures	 him	 that	 ‘[t]hey	 don’t	 know	 Shakespeare	 from	
Shinola’,33	which	paraphrases	the	American	colloquialism	‘you	don’t	know	shit	





position	 as	 the	 academic	 authority	 with	 control	 over	 the	 comparatively	
unknowledgeable	audience.	This	is	the	moment	when	Adam,	representing	the	




him,	 Jess	asks	this	apparent	 ‘volunteer’	 to	describe	what	King	John	 is	about,	














popular	 culture	 and	 its	 erosion	 of	 ‘our	 society’s	 collective	 capacity	 to	
comprehend	–	much	less	attain	–	the	genius	of	William	Shakespeare’.38	This	
‘university	lecture’,39	as	Kidnie	describes	it,	‘slowly	and	ironically	transforms	
into	 its	performative	near-relation,	 the	evangelical	 television	sermon’40	and,	
following	 this	 preface,	 Adam’s	 Shakespeare	 biography	 descends	 from	 an	
accurate	description	of	playwright’s	birth,	early	years	in	Stratford-upon-Avon	
and	 success	 in	 London,	 into	 an	 account	 of	 Adolf	 Hitler’s	 life.	 Kidnie	 also	
observes	how	he	‘nervously	enters	with	cue	cards	as	though	making	a	school	












to	 Hitler	 is	 interpreted	 as	 akin	 to	 the	 student	 who,	 having	 prepared	 two	
separate	 presentations	 for	 different	 classes,	 English	 Literature	 and	History,	
has	mixed	 these	 up	 in	 his	 satchel	 or	 folder,	much	 to	 the	 amusement	 of	 his	
classmates	 (audience)	 and	 bemusement	 of	 his	 teachers	 (Daniel	 and	 Jess).	
Kidnie	believes	that:	
	
This	 extended	 introduction	 highlights	 the	 educational	 regimes	











depending	 on	 the	 audience	 being	 readily	 able	 to	 mark	 the	





direct	 questions,	 an	 intervention	 born	 out	 of	 the	 practice	 of	 audience	
engagement	 at	 Renaissance	 faires.	 The	 RSC	 tacitly	 acknowledge	 that	
Shakespeare	 is	 associated	 with	 scholastic	 examinations	 and	 that,	 as	 a	
consequence,	the	playwright	has	negative	connotations	for	students	from	an	
early	 age,	 due	 to	 their	 potential	 failure	 in	 such	 tests	 and	 their	 consequent	
feelings	 of	 inferiority	 where	 Shakespeare’s	 work	 is	 concerned.	 It	 is	 worth	
noting	 also	 that	 Adam’s	 schoolboy	 error	 is	 not	 the	 only	 aspect	 of	 the	
educational	process	mocked	in	this	opening	scene.	During	his	introduction	of	
Jess,	Daniel	tells	the	audience	that	his	colleague	‘has	a	bachelor’s	degree	from	
the	University	of	California	 at	Berkeley,	where	 I	 believe	he	 read	 two	books	
about	William	Shakespeare’.44	This	self-aware	joke	satirises	the	small	amount	
of	work	that	it	has	taken	to	make	Jess	an	expert,	and	implicitly	pokes	fun	at	








opening	 lines	 of	 Jaques’s	 ‘All	 the	 world’s	 a	 stage’	 speech,	 and	 the	 stage	
directions	 show	 him	 ‘in	 Shakespearean	 attire	 and	 Converse	 high-top	 canvas	











This	 PBS	 drama	 anthology	 series,	 which	 Cooke	 presented	 from	 1971	
until	 1992,	 is	 known	 in	 America	 for	 broadcasting	 a	 number	 of	 prominent	
imported	 British	 productions,	 many	 of	 which	 were	 produced	 by	 the	 BBC,	
including	 I,	 Claudius,	House	 of	 Cards	and	 Jeeves	 and	Wooster.	 Jess’s	 address	
manipulates	this	familiar	image	to	frame	Shakespeare	as	a	similarly	imported	
British	 classic.	 The	 choice	 of	 Jaques’s	 speech	 serves	 two	 specific	 purposes:	
firstly,	it	satirises	its	frequent	decontextualisation	to	serve	different	purposes	
from	 its	 melancholy	 mission	 in	 As	 You	 Like	 It,	 and,	 secondly,	 it	 accurately	
reflects	the	RSC’s	method	of	reduced	performance:	‘[o]ne	man	in	his	time	plays	







fast-paced	 reducers	 and	 physical	 performers,	 rather	 than	 delivering	 the	
specific	forms	of	satire	that	appear	later	in	Complete	Works.	The	section	also	
most	resembles	their	early	work,	with	few	metatheatrical	interruptions	or	pop	
culture	 references,	 remaining	 the	most	 consistent	 in	 performance	 since	 its	
inception,	 and	 relatively	 unchanged	 in	 the	 three	 different	 versions	 of	 the	
script.	





Complete	 Works.	 It	 was	 designed	 to	 deliver	 a	 naturalistic	 moment	 to	 the	 audience	 and	







introduction	 to	 their	 impressive	 feat	 of	 compression	 by	 confounding	 the	
audience’s	 expectations	 about	 how	 many	 actors	 it	 takes	 to	 perform	







JESS:		 Where	better	 to	begin	 this	 tribute	 to	 the	greatest	of	all	
English	playwrights	










of	 the	 play’s	 clearest	 examples	 of	 reversal	 and	 reduction,	 due	 to	 its	 comic	
inversion	of	the	tomb	scene	and	the	expulsion	of	prominent	characters	from	
the	 narrative.	 Indeed,	 an	 inventory	 of	 the	 characters	 retained	 by	 the	 RSC	
reveals	a	significant	omission:	the	absence	of	Mercutio.	Why	did	they	choose	
to	 remove	 Romeo’s	 close	 friend,	 confidant	 and	 the	 character	 whose	 death	
provokes	his	vengeful	desires?	
The	reduction	focuses	primarily	on	the	two	lovers;	the	only	other	roles	
that	 remain	 are	 Sampson,	 Benvolio,	 the	 Nurse,	 Friar	 Laurence	 and	 Tybalt.	
																																																								
50	Daniel	Singer,	 Jess	Winfield	and	Adam	Long,	The	Complete	Works	of	William	Shakespeare	
























totally	 non-essential’.51	 This	 implies	 that	 if	 one	 solely	 judges	 a	 character’s	
importance	by	their	relation	to	the	main	protagonists,	and	their	function	as	a	













or	 tragic	 destiny’.52	While	 the	RSC’s	 reasons	 for	 cutting	 the	 character	were	
purely	pragmatic	in	terms	of	plot	development	and	cast	size,	it	is	worth	noting	
that	his	absence	may	also	be	a	by-product	of	 the	RSC’s	 satirical	 formula.	 In	
depicting	Romeo	and	Juliet’s	romantic	love	as	teenage	lust,	they	subvert	the	






it	 is	 important	 to	 examine	 the	 play’s	 history	 as	 well	 as	 its	 relationship	 to	
another	early	performance	by	the	company.	In	Autumn	1982,	they	introduced	
a	twenty-minute	version	of	A	Midsummer	Night’s	Dream	into	their	repertoire,	
alongside	 Hamlet,	with	 Long	 playing	 Puck.	 Although	 they	 describe	 it	 as	 a	
success,	 and	more	abridgement	 than	parody,	Winfield	 remarks	 in	 the	2011	
retrospective	that	this	was	the	point	at	which	he,	Singer	and	Long	discovered	
that	 ‘the	 tragedies	 were	 funnier	 than	 the	 comedies’,56	 given	 that	 audience	






staging	 of	 Pyramus	 and	 Thisbe’s	 demise	 in	 Dream	 than	 to	 Shakespeare’s	














prop	 knife	 to	 satirise	 the	 artifice	 of	 stage	 weaponry.	 The	 comparison	 is	
completed	by	the	perceived	awkwardness	of	one	male	actor	not	wishing	to	kiss	








formed	 different	 sides	 of	 the	 same	 coin,	 tragedy	 and	 comedy,	 Romeo	 and	





grand	 comedy’,59	 citing	 the	 example	 of	 both	 scenes’	 repetition	 of	 the	word	
‘come’	for	tragic	and	comic	effect	respectively:	
	
In	 Romeo	 and	 Juliet,	 the	 lovers	 utter	 the	 word	 ‘come’	 when	









57	 Amy	 J.	 Riess	 and	 George	 Walton	 Williams,	 ‘“Tragical	 Mirth”:	 From	 Romeo	 To	 Dream’	










uses	 the	 word	 ‘come’	 as	 an	 example	 of	 how	 they	 lampoon	 ‘Shakespeare’s	







	 	 	 Thou	day	in	night!	Come,	gentle	night!	
	 	 	 Come	loving,	black-brow’d	night!	





repetition	 of	 ‘come’	 in	 an	 exasperated	 expression	which	 seems	 to	 offer	 an	
apology	on	Shakespeare’s	behalf,	as	though	the	playwright	is	to	blame	for	both	
the	vulgarity	of	 the	word,	heightened	by	a	 range	of	other	 sexual	 innuendos	
employed	throughout	the	performance	of	the	deaths,	as	well	as	the	supposed	
lack	of	linguistic	invention	apparent	in	the	repetition	of	both	‘night’	and	‘come’.	













Harrison	 suggests	 that,	 in	 ‘Pyramus	 and	 Thisbe’,	 ‘[t]he	 essentially	 tragic	









In	 R&J,	 the	 RSC	 lay	 the	 foundation	 for	 Complete	 Works	 by	 subverting	 the	
audience’s	 expectations	 about	 how	many	 actors	 are	 required	 to	 perform	 a	
well-known	play,	and	the	extent	to	which	a	serious	drama	can	be	transformed	
into	a	vaudevillian	comedy.	In	the	scene	that	follows,	their	focus	shifts	away	





‘Complete	 Works’	 show,	 we	 have	 encountered	 this	
problem:	 how	 to	 make	 these	 400-year-old	 plays	
accessible	to	a	modern	audience.	One	popular	trend	is	to	




distinct	 from	 conceptual	 Shakespeare.	 Their	 Renaissance	 faire	 background,	
which	 relies	 on	 a	 different	 form	 of	 artifice	 –	 that	 of	 a	 fantasy	 land	 for	 the	
																																																								
63	Thomas	P.	Harrison,	‘Romeo	and	Juliet,	A	Midsummer	Night's	Dream:	Companion	Plays’	in	














and	 the	 ethical	 mores	 entrenched	 in	 the	 collective	
subconscious	of	an	agrarian	race.65	
	
The	 arcane	 vocabulary	 and	 philosophical	 ideas	 contained	 in	 this	 section,	
amounting	to	what	Purcell	describes	as	‘a	wickedly	accurate	spoof	of	academic	
jargon’,66	 are	 designed	 to	 represent	what	might	 be	 viewed	 by	 Shakespeare	






any	 other	 play	 in	 Shakespeare’s	 canon.	 Perceived	 by	 both	 creatives	 and	
commentators	as	embodying	a	no-nonsense	approach	to	the	revenge	tragedy	
genre,	stripped	of	Hamlet	or	Othello’s	reflective	minutiae,	Titus	has	connected	
well	 with	 modern	 aesthetics	 of	 violence,	 including	 genres	 such	 as	 slasher	
movies	and	video	nasties.	The	play	contains	a	level	of	brutality	and	frequency	
of	violent	acts	which	are	often	ahistorically	compared	with	the	filmography	of	


















Comparisons	 such	 as	 these	 may	 be	 rooted	 in	 an	 ahistorical	 reading	 of	
Shakespeare’s	text,	and	influenced	by	design	and	direction	choices.	However,	
it	 is	 equally	 likely	 that	 they	 are	 primarily	 conceived	 to	 help	 popularise	 the	
production	and	give	it	cultural	currency,	through	the	bestowing	of	a	shared,	
relationship	with	a	known,	 contemporary	artist	or	work,	 thereby	attracting	












made	 between	 the	 director’s	 ultraviolent	 work	 and	 Shakespeare’s	 play,	 in	
which	 Reed	 (in	 the	 Daniel	 role)	 declares	 that	 he	 ‘hopes	 no	 one	 was	 too	
offended	by	Titus	Andronicus.	Shakespeare,	as	a	young	writer,	seems	to	have	
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analogy	 in	 a	 neat	 paradox,	 by	 blaming	Tarantino,	 a	 contemporary	 director,	
who	 has	 himself	 faced	 criticism	 for	 the	 extensive	 violence	 in	 his	work,	 for	
Shakespeare’s	‘blood	and	guts	period’.70	
Their	 choice	 to	 reimagine	 Titus	 ‘as	 a	 cooking	 show’71	 also	 lampoons	
















Shakespeare	 productions,	 notably	 in	 the	 case	 of	 three	 different	 Macbeth	
adaptations:	the	film	Scotland	P.A.	(2001),	the	television	episode	Shakespeare	
Re-Told:	Macbeth	(2005)	and	sections	of	Rupert	Goold’s	2010	film	version	of	
his	 2007	 stage	 production.	 Singer’s	 account	 also	 names	 Julia	 Child,	 an	













where	 interjections,	 ad-libs	 and	 breaks	 of	 character	 are	 minimal	 and	 the	
company	 perform	 unbroken	 passages	 of	 the	 text.	 In	 this	 scene,	 Titus’s	






about	 350	degrees.	 And	40	minutes	 later,	 you	have	 the	 loveliest	
human	head	pie…74	
	
With	 the	 quotation	 marks	 signifying	 where	 Shakespeare’s	 text	 begins	 and	
ends,	the	company	reduce	the	brutal	imagery	and	grisly	events	of	Titus	into	a	









RSC	 draw	 attention	 to	 the	 ludicrously	 high	 number	 of	 deaths	 and	 the	
unsettling	domestic	setting	in	which	Titus	has	his	final	revenge	on	Chiron	and	
Demetrius’s	mother,	 Tamora.	 In	 a	 scene	 of	 ultimate	 inversion,	 the	 RSC	 are	
playing	 for	 laughs,	by	placing	 the	horrific	process	of	a	mother	unknowingly	














their	 comic	 inversion	 of	 another	 Shakespearean	 tragedy,	 where	 the	 gory	





plays’,77	 the	 RSC’s	 next	 parody	 moves	 from	 television	 cooking	 shows	 to	
connect	Shakespeare	with	another	form	popularised	by	Americans:	rap	music.	
In	this	sketch,	the	company	turn	their	parodic	intentions	inwards	to	reflect	on	
their	 racial	 status	 as	 white	 performers	 and	 the	 impact	 this	 has	 on	 their	
performance.	Left	alone	to	research	Othello,	Adam	interprets	the	‘Moor’	of	the	
play’s	full	title	to	mean	‘a	place	where	you	tie	up	boats’,78	an	error	in	keeping	
with	 his	 earlier	 Shakespeare/Hitler	 biography.	 He	 consequently	 arrives	
onstage	‘with	plastic	boats	on	a	string	draped	around	his	neck’,79	proceeds	to	
repeat	 the	 epilogue	 to	 R&J,	 replacing	 their	 names	 with	 ‘Othello	 and	 his	
Desdemono’,80	and	stabs	himself	to	death	with	the	boats.	After	Daniel	and	Jess	
arrive	onstage	to	correct	his	mistake,	the	trio	are	forced	to	improvise	and	find	
another	 way	 to	 perform	 the	 play.	 Realising	 that	 ‘we	 don’t	 really	 have	 the	
physical	characteristics	necessary	to	portray’	Othello,	Daniel	and	Jess	conclude	
that	‘due	to	physical	limitations,	we	are	unable	to	perform	“Othello,	the	Moor	











pragmatically	 and	 from	 a	 performance-orientated	 stance	 that	 places	 his	
character	 in	 direct	 opposition	 to	 the	 cautious,	 theory-minded	 Jess,	 Adam	
solves	 the	problem	by	beginning	 to	 rap	 the	plot	of	 Shakespeare’s	play.	The	





















hip-hop	 posturing,	 throwing	 their	 hands	 in	 the	 air,	 finger-pointing	 and	
crossing	 their	arms	 in	mock	displays	of	 toughness,	 further	emphasising	 the	
company’s	parodic	intentions.	
The	 subversive	 impulses	 contained	 in	 this	 scene,	 mixing	 the	 plot	 of	






Koester’s	 1964	 book	 The	 Act	 of	 Creation,	 to	 describe	 ‘the	 creative	 act	 of	
connecting	 previously	 unconnected	 ideas’.84	 He	 states	 that,	 for	 Koestler,	
‘normal	 life	 […]	 requires	us	 to	operate	on	only	one	plane	of	 thought	at	 any	
given	time,	whereas	 in	order	to	understand	a	 joke	based	on	 incongruity,	 its	
audience	must	be	thinking	on	two	at	once’.85	In	watching	and	listening	to	‘Rap	
Othello’,	which	does	not	 feature	any	of	Shakespeare’s	 text,	 the	audience	are	
asked	 to	 operate	 precisely	 in	 this	 way.	 Thus,	 in	 order	 to	 comprehend	 the	
meaning	of	 the	material,	 they	must	both	recognise	the	plot	of	Othello	 in	the	
troupe’s	rap	retelling	and	contemplate	the	reasons	why	this	transposition	can	
be	considered	to	be	 funny.	The	company’s	 transferral	of	Othello’s	story	 into	











in	November	1986,	 seven	months	before	 the	 first	 performance	of	Complete	
Works.	 The	 RSC	 add	 another	 intertextual	 layer	 to	 the	 rap	 by	 imitating	 the	
Beastie	Boys	in	their	PBS	Special,	delivering	it	directly	to	cameras	which	move	
shakily,	performing	close-ups	on	their	faces	and	quickly	zooming	in	and	out,	in	
a	performance	style	 reminiscent	of	 the	anarchic	video	 for	 the	Beastie	Boys’	
1986	single	(You	Gotta)	Fight	For	Your	Right	(To	Party!).	
The	 rap	 further	 satirises	 the	 practice	 of	 older	 artists	 and	 educators	
																																																								











hop,	 a	 process	 which	 requires	 them	 simultaneously	 to	 consider	 the	
incongruity	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 plot	 set	 in	 that	 context,	 alongside	 the	 comic	
inappropriateness	of	‘three	white	boys	ripping	off	black	culture’.86	He	further	
reflects	that,	with	rap	now	‘the	most	popular	music	in	the	world,	other	Othellos	
done	 in	 hip-hop	 style,	 and,	 of	 course,	 the	 astounding	 success	 of	 [hip-hop	
musical]	 Hamilton,	 we’re	 not	 even	 sure	 there	 should	 be	 a	 Rap	 version	 of	















In	 the	 scene	 that	 follows	 ‘Rap	Othello’,	 the	RSC	 examine	 the	 intertextuality	
visible	 in	 the	playwright’s	work	 itself	 through	their	parody	of	 the	recurrent	
narratives,	 characters	 and	 settings	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 comedies.	 In	 the	







from	 the	 focus	 of	 their	 two	 previous	 sections,	 namely,	 the	 process	 of	
adaptation	 to	which	 Shakespeare	 is	 subjected	 (Titus),	 and	 the	 playwright’s	
compatibility	with	modern	cultural	trends	(Othello),	to	examine	Shakespeare’s	
status	 as	 ‘a	 genius	 at	 borrowing	 and	 adapting	 plot	 devices	 from	 different	
theatrical	 traditions’.88	 This	 statement,	 made	 by	 Daniel,	 is	 immediately	
interrogated	 by	 Adam	 who,	 in	 a	 continuation	 of	 his	 irreverence	 for	
Shakespeare’s	literary	reputation,	suggests	to	the	audience	that	‘Shakespeare	
stole	everything	he	ever	wrote’.89	In	the	2007	revised	script,	which	names	the	
















word	retort,	Adam	takes	 ‘bisociation’	 to	a	higher	 level,	by	achieving	several	
effects:	firstly,	in	the	coining	of	the	apparently	simple	hyphenated	verb	‘[d]is-

















of	 the	 tomb	 scene	 makes	 between	 R&J	 and	 Dream,	 the	 intertextuality	 of	




they	propose	 to	 take	 ‘the	 liberty	of	 condensing	 all	 sixteen	of	 Shakespeare’s	
comedies	 into	 a	 single	 play’,93	 a	 solution	 clearly	 intended	 to	 parody	
Shakespeare’s	own	process	of	borrowing,	adapting	and	recycling	pre-existing	
narratives	 and	 characters.	 The	 resultant	 synthesis	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 comic	
tropes	and	characters	begins	with	two	comically-elongated	titles	that	conflate	




















The	 gimmicks	 listed	 in	 their	 composite	 reduction	 include	 shipwrecks,	 lost	
twins	and	cases	of	mistaken	identity,	culminating	in	a	chaotic	fifth	act	which	
parodies	 the	 ending	 common	 to	 a	 Shakespearean	 comedy	 in	 which	 nearly	














eaten	 by	 a	 bear,	 and	 the	 duke’s	 brother’s	 sons	 who,	




The	 contrast	 between	 the	 last	 two	 lines	 of	 this	 extract	 also	 satirises	 the	
categorisation	of	certain	plays	as	comedies;	those	which	feature	darker	themes	
or	a	tragic	comeuppance	for	a	character	such	as	Shylock,	to	whom	Adam’s	final	










we	 felt	 that	we	could	do	a	better	 job	writing	something	cleverer	
than	 us	 just	 constantly	 harping	 about	 how	 lame	 Shakespeare’s	
comedies	were.	Also,	the	‘reader’s	theatre’	presentation	gave	us	a	




the	RSC’s	plays.	He	also	 suggests	 that	 the	company	were	keen	 to	develop	a	












Adam	 tells	 the	 audience	 that	 ‘we’ve	 found	 that	 the	 Comedies	 aren’t	 half	 as	
funny	as	the	Tragedies.	Take	for	example,	Shakespeare’s	Scottish	Play’.100	The	
notion	 that	Macbeth	might	 be	 considered	 comic,	 despite	 containing	 ghosts,	
witches	and	murdered	children,	is	not	without	critical	support.	Eric	S.	Mallin,	














murders	Duncan	 that	 it	 ‘was	a	 rough	night’	 (2.3.57),	 or,	 indeed,	 the	 section	
which	Mallin	believes	to	be	most	suggestive	of	a	Fawlty	Towers	interpretation,	
when	Lady	Macbeth	attempts,	in	the	banquet	scene,	to	prevent	her	guests	from	
noticing	 that	her	husband	 is	becoming	progressively	unhinged.	 Instead,	 the	
RSC,	first	of	all,	 focus	on	the	theatrical	superstition	that	Macbeth	 is	a	cursed	
play	and	that	 ‘you’re	really	not	supposed	to	talk	about	it	 in	a	theater	unless	








are	more	 interested	 in	 parodying	 the	 play’s	 setting	 than	 exploring	 the	 plot	
itself,	presenting	a	stereotypical	American	perception	of	Scottish	stereotypes:	
haggis,	 football	 and	 an	 incomprehensible	 dialect.	 Consequently,	 after	 they	
promise	 that	 ‘after	 much	 thorough	 research’,105	 they	 are	 able	 to	 perform	
Macbeth	‘in	perfect	Scottish	accents’,106	the	company	deliver	the	entire	scene	
in	 ‘nearly	 impenetrable	 Scottish	 accents’,107	 adding	 the	 prefix	 ‘Mac’	 to	 the	
majority	 of	 their	 lines	 and	 using	 a	 number	 of	 phrases	 associated	 with	 the	
Scottish	dialect,	such	as	‘[s]ee	you,	Jimmy’.108		




























audience,	 evoking	 a	 further,	 contemporary	 comparison	 with	 the	 veteran	
Scottish	rock	performer,	Rod	Stewart,	who	is	known	to	kick	a	football	into	the	
crowd	 during	 his	 concerts.	 Adam	 seizes	 the	 moment	 of	 final	 lowbrow	
inversion,	 by	 combining	 Macduff’s	 victorious	 proclamation	 with	 further	




















Jess	again	attempts	 to	educate	his	 colleague,	 emphasising	 the	division	





Soviet	Union?	 […]	 It	was	called	 “Chernobyl	Kinsmen”	and	 it	was	 intense’.113	
Following	 the	 pattern	 set	 by	 previous	 scenes,	 Daniel	 and	 Jess	 correct	 his	



































BLACK	 [Jess]:	 […]	 ‘Two	 Noble	 Kinsmen’	 actually	 falls	 into	 the	
category	of	Shakespeare’s	plays	that	we	pre-eminent	Shakespeare	
scholars	 refer	 to	 as	 the	 ‘Problem’	 plays,	 or	 in	 some	 circles,	 the	
‘Lesser’	plays,’	or	simply,	the	‘Bad’	plays.	And	yet,	not	all	of	the	bad	







Merlin	 and	 A	 Yorkshire	 Tragedy,	 rather	 than	 those	 plays	 which	 defy	 genre	
categorisation,	such	as	All’s	Well	That	Ends	Well	and	Measure	for	Measure.	
Jess	 addresses	 the	 allegedly	 highbrow	 members	 of	 the	 audience,	 as	
though	 they	 belonged	 to	 a	 higher	 circle,	 separate	 from	 the	 less	 initiated,	
denying	the	latter	access	to	these	plays,	through	the	language	of	exclusivity.	







parodying	 the	 academic	 fascination	with	 texts	 which	may	 hold	 little	 or	 no	
interest	 for	 the	average	 theatre-goer.	This	 serves	 to	heighten	 the	particular	
aspect	 of	 the	 highbrow/lowbrow	 cultural	 divide	 that	 is	 addressed	 by	 this	
section	 of	 the	 play:	 the	 division	 between	 academics	 and	 audiences.	 The	
apologetic	 tone	 of	 his	 introduction,	 which	 ultimately	 concedes	 that	 ‘the	
Apocrypha’	may	be	comparatively	less	well-known	than	Shakespeare’s	other	
work	for	the	reason	that	they	are	simply	bad,	serves	to	mock	Jess’s	position	as	
the	 company’s	 resident	 academic	 and	 represents	 the	 beginning	 of	 a	 shift	
towards	 a	more	 pragmatic,	 practice-based	 approach	 to	 Shakespeare	which	
manifests	itself	in	the	play’s	second	act.	
The	RSC	engage	in	every	‘spirit’118	listed	by	Douglas	Lanier	to	describe	
Shakespearean	 fan	 fiction	 –	 ‘critique,	 anarchy,	 pleasure,	 recuperation	 and	
participation’119	 –	 using	 parodic	 versions	 of	 academic	 lectures,	 physical	
reinterpretations	of	plays	and	audience	interaction.	In	the	Troilus	and	Cressida	
parody	 that	 follows	 on	 from	 Jess’s	 introduction,	 they	 use	 each	 of	 these	
simultaneously,	 to	 produce	 a	 critique	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 legacy	 in	 academia,	
performance	 and	 popular	 culture.	 Here,	 Adam	 fulfils	 the	 role	 of	 anarchic	
disrupter,	 questioning	 Jess’s	 scholarly	 authority	 and,	 by	 association,	 that	 of	
Shakespeare,	 given	 that	 Jess	 is	 emblematic	 of	 everything	 that	 he,	 Adam,	
dislikes	 and	 fears	 about	 the	 playwright,	 or	 rather,	 his	 cultural	 reputation,	
notably	linguistic	complexity,	bookishness	and	a	lack	of	physical	engagement.	
For	instance,	after	Jess	begins	to	expound	on	Troilus	and	Cressida,	stating	that	




JESS:		 […]	 maybe	 tonight	 we	 could	 do	 a	 kind	 of	 quick	
improvised	 version	 of	 ‘Troilus	 and	 Cressida’	 based	 on	
this	chapter.		







(searching	 for	 the	 word)	 …pretentious!	 We	 could	 use	
‘Troilus	and	Cressida’	as	a	 jumping-off	point	 to	explore	
deeper	 themes	 like	 the	 transient	 nature	 of	 life	 and	
mythology	 involved	 in	 the	 arising	 and	 dissipation	 of	
forms.	
DANIEL:		Yeah!	Get	some	props!	




After	 further	 misunderstanding,	 in	 which	 Jess	 reads	 from	 his	 monograph,	
Daniel	pragmatically	asks	his	colleague	if	‘there	[is]	something	in	there	about	
the	 plot’,122	 and	 Adam	 brings	 a	 battery-operated	 Godzilla	 toy	 onstage,	 he	





me.	When	 I	was	a	kid	 I	used	 to	 sit	 there	 in	class,	while	we	were	





Until	 this	 point,	 Daniel	 and	 Jess	 have	 attempted	 to	 control	 and	 sublimate	
Adam’s	 anarchic	 opinions	 and	 tendencies,	 correcting	 his	 mistakes	 and	
interrupting	his	performance	whenever	they	perceive	it	to	have	overstepped	
the	boundary	between	actor	and	audience.	This	outburst	represents	the	first	















VIII	 and,	 perhaps	 controversially,	King	 Lear,	 a	 play	 normally	 classified	 as	 a	

















aping	 the	 sports-field	 practice	 of	 naming	 players	 by	 their	 surname,	 while	
summarising	 Lear’s	 banishment	 of	 Cordelia	 and	 punning	 on	 the	 phrase	 ‘go	
long’,	to	describe	both	her	banishment	to	France	and	the	footballing	command	
to	describe	a	player	running	forward	to	catch	the	ball.	Moreover,	the	RSC	also	










Using	 a	 prop	 crown	 to	 represent	 the	 ball,	 the	 company	 toss	 it	 from	
member	 to	 member,	 each	 monarch	 appearing	 only	 for	 his	 death,	 which	 is	
represented	by	 the	 loss	of	 the	 crown	and	 its	 advance	 to	 the	 successor.	The	
sporting	analogy	used	to	represent	the	process	of	succession	is,	thus,	decidedly	
apt	 and,	 exemplified	 by	 the	 speed	 of	 the	 game	 and	 brevity	 of	 each	 king’s	
appearance,	describing	precisely	the	ephemeral	nature	of	‘the	hollow	crown’	
(Richard	II,	3.2.156)	which	Shakespeare	explores	throughout	his	History	plays.	
Beneath	 the	 ensuing	 physical	 comedy	 lies	 a	 genuine	 attempt	 to	 reclaim	





telling	 the	 audience	 that	 ‘[w]e	 might	 be	 able	 to	 let	 you	 out	 a	 little	 early	
tonight’,127	he	creates	the	idea	that	the	actors	are	as	keen	as	their	audience	to	
get	through	this	production	quickly	and	unscathed.	Working	their	way	through	
the	 canon,	 Adam	 states	 that	 they	 ‘did	 all	 the	 Histories	 just	 now’,128	 Daniel	
assesses	that	they	‘covered	the	Comedies	in	a	lump’129	and	the	Tragedies,	with	
the	 exception	 of	 the	 ‘offensive’130	 Coriolanus,	 are	 also	 judged	 to	 have	 been	
completed.	 However,	 immediately	 afterwards,	 they	 simultaneously	 realise	
their	one	glaring	omission:	Hamlet.	














have	 to	do	 it’133	 and	 labels	him	a	 ‘Shakespearean	wimp’,134	 as	he	pursues	a	
fleeing	 Adam	 from	 the	 theatre.	 Daniel,	 the	 compere,	 is	 left	 to	 placate	 the	
audience	and	improvise	until	his	two	fellow	cast	members	return.	In	the	PBS	
Special,	this	section	of	the	play	is	expanded	to	reflect	the	character’s	desperate	





divide,	 precipitating	 the	 play’s	 interval	 and	 cementing	 Daniel’s	 role	 as	 the	
company’s	 pragmatic	 leader,	 who	 will	 attempt	 to	 keep	 the	 show	 running	
smoothly	regardless	of	this	calamitous	division.	Singer	has	remarked	that	the	
Daniel	 character	 is	 the	 member	 of	 the	 RSC	 troupe	 most	 attuned	 to	 the	
requirements	of	show	business	and	who,	consequently,	places	the	needs	of	the	
audience	above	his	own	interests	much	more	readily	than	Adam	or	Jess.	Whilst	
rooted	 in	 the	 slapstick,	 fourth-wall-breaking	 conventions	 of	 vaudeville,	 this	


























faced	 expression.	 At	 the	 tune’s	 conclusion,	 the	 audience	 whoop	 and	 clap,	
before	Reed	halts	their	applause	by	saying	‘please,	don’t	patronise	me’.135	
In	 this	 particular	 version,	 Reed	 Martin’s	 clowning	 skills	 help	 to	
emphasise	the	conflict	between	the	character’s	clear	frustration	at	not	being	
able	to	continue,	and	his	determination	to	ensure	that	the	audience	remains	
entertained.	 The	 exuberance	 of	 his	 vaudevillian	 performance	 belies	 his	
agitation	at	being	left	alone	on	stage,	which,	if	played	convincingly,	can	create	
a	 real	 sense	 of	 insecurity	 for	 the	 audience.	 Indeed,	 for	 Complete	 Works	 to	





Reed’s	 later	 circus	 performer.	 The	 stand-up	 and	 improvisational	 impulses,	
which	 the	 original	 company	 learnt	 throughout	 their	 development	 at	 the	
Renaissance	faires,	are	thus	incorporated	into	the	play’s	structure.	
Daniel’s	next	 stalling	 technique	 introduces	Shakespeare’s	 sonnets	 into	
Complete	Works.	He	explains	that	this	is	the	scholarly	Jess’s	idea,	who,	he	tells	
the	audience,	 ‘called	him	during	the	interval’138	to	suggest	that,	until	he	and	













to	 an	 audience	member	 in	 the	 front	 row	 and	 hurrying	 them	 to	 pass	 it	 on,	
accompanying	their	reading	with	the	previous	jaunty	melody	on	his	accordion,	
thus	 creating	 a	 further	 schism	 between	 the	 quiet	 act	 of	 privately	









written	 in	 the	 English	 language’.142	 He	 follows	 his	 colleagues,	 and,	 after	 an	
audible	offstage	 argument,	 the	 audience	hears	 a	 loud	 slap.	A	moment	 later,	




















company’s	 creation	 and	 methods	 of	 reduction.	 Stoppard	 incorporated	 his	
Fifteen	Minute	Hamlet	(1976),	 into	 this	 later	work,	which	Singer	cites	as	an	






famous	 lines	 compacted	 together,	 and	 it	 was	 very	 funny,	 even	
without	the	actors	making	it	deliberately	comedic.144	
	
Stoppard’s	 prologue,	 in	 particular,	 reads	 as	 a	 ‘Hamlet’s	 Greatest	 Hits’	








Elsewhere	 in	 the	 text,	 Stoppard	 reduces	 entire	 scenes	 to	 the	 briefest	 of	
exchanges,	 including	 ‘a	 three-line	 condensation	 of	 the	 Nunnery	 scene’146	





















not	 make	 up	 his	 mind,	 just	 acts’,149	 thus	 providing	 both	 a	 critique	 of	 the	






A	 further	 connection	 exists	 in	 the	 imagined	 version	 of	 a	 decisive,	
modernised	Hamlet	in	the	satirical	action	film	Last	Action	Hero	(1993)	where	
a	 young	 boy,	 while	 watching	 Laurence	 Olivier’s	 1948	 film,	 and	 Hamlet’s	
hesitation	in	3.3,	with	his	dagger	held	over	the	praying	Claudius,	urges	him:	
‘don’t	 talk,	 just	 do	 it’.151	 The	 boy’s	 last	 three	 words	 quote	 Nike’s	 famous	
trademark,	 coined	 by	 the	multinational	 sportswear	 company	 in	 1988.	 The	
scene	morphs	 into	 a	 ‘fantasy	 trailer	 for	 a	Hamlet	action	 film,	with	Hamlet,	
played	by	[Hollywood	action	star	and	body	builder]	Arnold	Schwarzenegger,	
spouting	 smart-ass	 tag-lines	 as	 he	 slashes	 and	 machine-guns	 everyone	 in	
sight’.152	 Lanier	 argues	 here	 that	 the	 highbrow/lowbrow	 ‘opposition	 is	
unmistakable:	 Shakespeare,	 the	 quintessential	 representative	 of	 overly	
intellectualized,	 outmoded	high	art,	 is	 set	 against	 the	1980s	action	 film,	 all	
anti-establishment	rage	and	unhesitating	fisticuffs’.153	Evidently,	the	Hamlet	










rather	 than	 Shakespeare’s,	 and	 thus	 the	 primary	 target	 of	 his	 satire	 is	 not	




Hamlet,	 Last	 Action	 Hero	 inverts	 and	 condenses	 both	 plot	 and	 text	 into	 a	












and	Lethal	Weapon	 (1987)	 than	 in	 Shakespeare	productions.	The	 reference	
was	 later	 updated	 in	 the	RSC’s	 2007	 revision	 to	 cite	 the	Hamlet-influenced	
Disney	film	The	Lion	King	(1994).	This	is	not	only	more	suitable	for	younger	




























Singer	explains	that	 the	comedy	 influences	that	 inspire	their	work	are	
often	embedded	into	the	performance	of	Complete	Works,	rather	being	than	






aren’t	any	 in	the	script.	 	Early	on,	we	would	use	things	 like	Bugs	
Bunny’s	‘of	course	you	realise	DIS	means	WAR!’	but	not	everyone	













These	 influences	 and	 their	 application	 are	 reflected	 throughout	 the	 RSC’s	
Hamlet.	 In	 the	 first	 scene,	 between	Bernardo	and	Horatio,	 the	performance	
begins	 in	 the	manner	of	a	 live-action	cartoon	strip,	with	 the	 two	characters	
moving	in	sync,	mirroring	each	other’s	gestures	and	speaking	the	play’s	title,	




By	 casting	 the	 bookish	 Jess	 in	 this	 role,	 the	RSC	 satirise	 academics	 as	
frustrated	thespians.	Singer	suggests	that	he	‘is	wildly	giddy	at	the	chance	to	
play	 the	best,	most	 intellectually	 satisfying	role	 in	 the	history	of	 theatre’.161	










as	 a	 quiet,	 introspective	 and	 psychologically	 complex	 moment	 to	 be	 best	
appreciated	in	silence.	When	the	audience	prove	too	unruly,	he	collapses,	and	
his	colleagues	rush	onstage	to	his	aid.		
This	 presentation	 of	 feigned	 actorly	 collapse	 under	 the	 combined	
pressures	of	the	speech’s	history	in	performance,	its	cultural	reputation	and	
his	 inability	 to	 control	an	audience	does,	however,	 address	a	 real	 challenge	
faced	 by	 actors	 who	 play	 Hamlet	 in	 any	 type	 of	 production,	 parodic	 or	
otherwise.	The	trauma	which	Jess	experiences	as	Hamlet	in	Complete	Works	
directly	addresses	the	actor’s	perception	of	a	specific	dramatic	moment,	and	























the	 play.	 Each	 of	 them,	 in	 different	 ways,	 represents	 the	 expectations	 and	
pressures	 that	 surround	 the	play,	due	 to	 its	 cultural	 cachet	 and	 familiarity:	
Adam	baulks	at	the	idea	of	performing	it	and	Jess	breaks	under	the	burden	of	
having	 to	 deliver	 Hamlet’s	 most	 definitive	 lines.	 Therefore,	 it	 is	 highly	
significant	 that,	 during	 this	moment	 of	 delegation	 of	 pressure,	when	Adam	
steps	in	to	save	both	Jess	and	the	situation,	that	in	so	doing,	he	brings	an	end	
to	their	ideological	feud,	thus	bringing	about	his	narrative	redemption.	Long	
describes	 how	 the	 ‘through-line	 in	 Complete	 Works	 is	 based	 on	 the	 three	

















“I	 have	 of	 late,	 but	 wherefore	 I	 know	 not,	 lost	 all	 my	
mirth,	forgone	all	custom	of	exercises;	and	indeed,	it	goes	
so	heavy	with	my	disposition;	that	this	goodly	frame	the	
earth,	 seems	 to	 me	 a	 sterile	 promontory;	 this	 most	
excellent	canopy	the	air,	look	you;	this	brave	o’erhanging	









The	 unbroken	 flow	 of	 the	 speech	 produces	 exactly	 the	 reflective	 moment	
which	Jess	has	just	failed	to	deliver,	from	the	character	from	whom	they	least	
expect	it,	thereby	consciously	confounding	the	audience’s	expectations.	In	the	




upon	 him	 by	 Austin’s	 collapse.	 Long’s	 unhurried	 and	 quiet	 delivery	 of	 the	
speech	is	in	direct	contrast	to	the	breakneck	speed	with	which	the	RSC	mostly	









This	draws	another	 line	of	distinction	between	 the	 relative	 success	of	
their	 respective	approaches	 to	Shakespearean	performance;	here,	while	 the	





be	 favoured	over	 the	heightened,	distancing	alternative	represented,	 in	 this	
moment,	 by	 Jess.	 Long	 explains	 that	 his	 ‘character	 might	 connect	 with	 an	
audience	because	 the	Adam	character	 spends	more	 time	with	 the	 audience	








instinct:	 it	 is	 simply	 his	 default	 state	 of	 being.	 He	 is	 raw,	 innocent	 and	
untutored	 to	 the	 point	where	 theatrical	 conceits	 are	 alien	 to	 him	 and	 this,	




RSC	 here	 draw	 their	 audience’s	 attention	 to	 the	 potential	 power	 of	
Shakespeare’s	 observations	 on	 humanity	 when	 laid	 bare	 and	
unaccommodated,	 without	 interpretation.	 In	 doing	 so,	 they	 return	 to	 the	
implicit	 question,	 first	 addressed	 in	 their	 cooking-show	 version	 of	Titus,	 of	








The	 culmination	 of	 Adam’s	 cross-dressing	 appearances	 throughout	
Complete	Works	is	in	the	character	of	Ophelia.	It	comes	as	a	shock	to	him,	near	
the	play’s	 conclusion,	when	Daniel	 reveals	 that	 ‘[t]here	are	no	more	 scenes	
with	 Ophelia’.170	 The	 following	 exchange	 critiques	 the	 abrupt	 ending	 to	









Although	 Adam’s	 representation	 of	 Ophelia’s	 death	 is	 a	 farcical	 reduction,	
throwing	a	cup	of	water	 in	his	own	face	to	signify	drowning,	nonetheless,	 it	
delivers	a	physical	visualisation	of	her	death,	which	Shakespeare	denies	his	
audience.	 The	 RSC’s	 wider	 approach	 to	 Ophelia	 in	 Complete	 Works	
consequently	expands	her	character	somewhat	more	than	it	reduces	it.	
Having	 rescued	 Jess	 from	 Hamlet,	 Adam	 faces	 his	 own	 crisis	 of	
confidence,	complaining	 that	he’s	 ‘not	 in	 the	right	costume’,172	and	 insisting	
that	‘Ophelia	is	a	very	difficult	and	complex	character’.173	Daniel	suggests	that	
‘[a]nybody	 could	 play	 the	 character’,174	 prompting	 him,	 along	 with	 Jess,	 to	
recruit	a	 female	volunteer	 from	the	audience	 to	play	Ophelia.	Adam,	 feeling	












nunnery’.176	 In	 a	 tacit	 parody	 of	 overtly	 complex	 thespian	 readings,	 Adam	
complains	after	the	scream	that	‘[y]ou	obviously	had	no	idea	what	was	going	
on	 inside	 Ophelia’s	 head’.177	 Then,	 somewhat	 contrarily,	 warming	 to	 the	










(JESS	 grabs	 a	 guy	 out	 of	 the	 audience	 and	 hustles	 him	 up	
onstage.)180	
	
This	 moment	 unites	 Jess	 and	 Adam	 in	 the	 shared	 purpose	 of	 applying	 an	
academic	reading	of	Hamlet	with	a	practical	approach	which	will	involve	the	








I	 wanted	 him	 to	 be	 somebody	 who	 was	 really	 interested	 in	






















or	 uninitiated	 Shakespearean,	 is	 fascinated	 by	 the	 fundamental	 reasons	 for	
Shakespeare’s	 continued	 popularity.	 He	 is	 able	 to	 think	 and	 theorise	 about	
these	 questions	 because,	 unlike	 Jess	 and	 Daniel,	 he	 does	 not	 take	
Shakespeare’s	greatness	as	a	given.	This	is	one	of	the	reasons	why	he	functions	
as	the	audience’s	portal	into	the	drama.	The	reflection	Long	makes	that	‘he’s	
picked	 up	 a	 little	 bit	 of	 a	 lot	 of	 things’	 also	 represents,	 to	 some	 extent,	 an	
undergraduate	 figure	who	has	 never	 specialised	 in	 any	 specific	 subject	 but	
wishes	 to	 taste	 a	 slice	 of	 everything,	 unlike	 Jess,	 who	 specialised	 in	
Shakespeare	to	the	detriment	of	anything	else,	and	Daniel,	the	pragmatist	who	
is	more	enthusiastic	about	Shakespeare	for	business	than	artistic	reasons.		
However,	 Jess	 and	Adam	 are	 finally	 able	 to	 reconcile	 their	 ideals	 and	
views	 of	 how	 Shakespeare	 should	 be	 interpreted	 to	 produce	 a	
critical/practical	hybrid.	This	also	allows	Daniel	to	excel	in	his	role	as	the	play’s	
organiser,	 by	 dividing	 the	 audience	 into	 Freud’s	 structural	 model	 of	 the	













the	 Id,	 Ego	 and	Superego.	The	 front	 three	 rows	 are	 asked	 to	play	 the	 Id	 as	
‘confused,	[…]	wishy-washy	[…]	awash	in	a	sea	of	alternatives’,182	which	results	
in	 them	waving	 their	hands	 in	 the	air	and	chanting	 ‘maybe…	maybe	not’.183	





ADAM:		 […]	 Now	 section	 A	 is	 the	 masculine	 part	 of	 Ophelia’s	
brain,	 the	 animus,	 so	 to	 speak.	 And	 I’d	 like	 you	 to	 use	
Hamlet’s	 line	 for	 this.	 I’d	 like	you	 to	say,	 “Get	 thee	 to	a	
nunnery!”	[…]	Okay,	Section	B.	You’re	the	voice	of	vanity,	
saying,	for	God’s	sake,	do	something	with	yourself.	Put	on	





a	 modern	 context,	 because	 we	 want	 Ophelia	 to	 be	
relevant	to	women	of	today.	So	maybe	she	wants	power…	
but	she	doesn’t	want	to	lose	her	femininity	[…]	and	she	












a	 deeper	 point	 being	 made	 by	 the	 RSC	 beneath	 the	 parody	 of	 academic	





huge,	 physical	 interaction	 that	 was	 hysterical.	 Later,	 when	 we	
expanded	the	show	from	one	hour	to	an	hour	and	a	half,	we	seized	
upon	 this	 idea	 to	 explore	 Ophelia’s	 psychological	 state	 with	 the	
audience	interacting.186	
	
The	 resulting	 visual	 and	 aural	 cacophony	 of	 the	 Id,	 Ego	 and	 Superego	
represented	 physically,	 both	 on	 and	 offstage,	 encapsulates	 the	 company’s	
brand	 of	 intellectual	 vaudeville,	 where	 highbrow	 Shakespeare	 is	 rendered	
‘low’	and	accessible	through	its	association	with	the	inclusion	of	an	audience	
participation	 component	 that	 is	 also	 a	 common	device	 during	 pantomimes.	
This	 further	 serves	 to	 represent	 a	 successful	 coalition	 of	 the	 three	 actors’	







to	black	and,	 for	a	moment,	 the	audience	is	 led	to	believe	they	may	not	rise	
again.	This	second	instance	of	unexpected	pathos	is	preceded	by	a	combination	
of	 different	 sections	 of	 Hamlet’s	 final	 lines,	 as	 delivered	 to	 Horatio	 in	













To	 tell	 my	 story.	 The	 rest	 is	 silence.	 (He	 gags,	
convulses,	 then	 dies	 in	 a	 beautifully	 balletic	
pose.)187	
	












has	 to	 be	 delivered	 by	 the	 actor	 without	 a	 trace	 of	 irony	 or	 irreverence,	
compared	with	 the	 audience	 participation	 section	 on	Ophelia’s	 Id,	 Ego	 and	
Superego	 which	 precedes	 it	 or,	 indeed,	 the	 encore	 that	 follows.	 In	
performance,	 it	 serves	 as	 an	 unexpectedly	 poignant	 moment,	 as	 well	 as	 a	








The	 great	 thing	 about	 that	 monologue	 is	 that	 it’s	 a	 moment	 of	
stillness	 which	 recognises	 that	 underneath	 all	 the	 lampoonery	
there	is	a	respect	for	the	text	and	that	the	text,	without	any	bells	
and	 whistles,	 without	 any	 crazy,	 comic	 commentary,	 is	 still	









‘flick’	 sounds	 to	 match	 the	 clash	 of	 their	 swords.	 The	 spotlight	 focuses	 on	
Hamlet	 surrounded	 by	 the	 dead	 and	 the	 company	 fulfil	 their	 artistic	




Jess	 and	 Adam	 rise	 up,	 bow,	 and	 ‘live	 to	 fight	 another	 day’,	 Shakespeare’s	
characters	 remain	 dead	 at	 the	 end	 of	 each	 performance.	 Hamlet’s	
simultaneous	 acceptance	 of	 death	 and	 plea	 for	 Horatio	 to	 immortalise	 his	
narrative	 serves	 here	 as	 the	 RSC’s	 coda	 to	 their	 comedy,	 suggesting	 to	 the	
audience	 that,	not	only	can	 they	do	 this	 ‘for	 real’,	but	 that,	as	much	as	 they	
parody	his	work,	they	are	fundamentally	paying	homage	to	Shakespeare.	
The	play’s	 true	 finale	comes	 in	the	spectacle	of	watching	the	company	
intensify	 their	 process	 and	performance	 of	 reduction.	 The	 trio	 perform	 the	









ability	 and	 virtuosity	 as	 on	 the	 written	 text,	 as	 Richard	 W.	 Schoch	
acknowledges	 with	 reference	 to	 nineteenth-century	 Shakespearean	
burlesques,	concluding	that	‘while	a	good	measure	of	the	burlesque’s	humour	
was	written	into	the	script,	the	success	of	any	production	rested	largely	with	
the	 actors,	 who	 were	 called	 upon	 to	 demonstrate	 an	 impressive	 range	 of	
histrionic	 skills	 in	 performances’.191	 Despite	 acknowledging	 that	 they	 ‘very	
rarely	deviate	from	the	script	or	improvise	new	lines’,192	RSC	actor	Matthew	
Pearson	reveals	that	the	company’s	actors	are	similarly	asked	to	be	flexible,	or	











most	 controlled	 and	 focused	 member	 of	 the	 trio,	 loses	 control	 in	 the	
excitement	of	 the	audience’s	applause	and	suddenly	declares	 ‘[y]ou’ve	been	
fantastic,	 ladies	 and	 gentlemen.	 We	 shall	 do	 it	 BACKWARDS!’194	 His	 two	
colleagues	stare	at	him	in	disbelief	and	reluctantly	comply,	while	Jess	parodies	


















in	 the	 Hamlet	section’.197	 The	 combination	 of	 clowning	 experience,	
Renaissance	 faire	 development	 and	 cartoonish	 aspirations	 coalesce	 at	 this	
moment	to	produce	the	RSC’s	live-action	animation	aesthetic	at	its	most	vivid	
















first	 made	 Shakespeare	 burlesques	 so	 breathlessly	 up-to-the-minute	 now	




198	 In	 a	 performance	 for	 the	 Milburn	 House	 Symposium	 at	 the	 University	 of	Warwick	 on	
Wednesday	25	May	2016,	I	performed,	with	two	other	actors,	James	Baxter-Derrington	and	















that	 reveal	 information	 which	 inherently	 changes	 the	 meaning	 of	 their	
original.	Examples	of	 this	 cultural	phenomenon	 include	George	Lucas’s	Star	
Wars	prequels	(1999-2005)	and	his	recuts	of	the	first	film	trilogy,	as	well	as	
J.K.	 Rowling’s	 social	 media	 revelations	 about	 significant	 characters	 in	 her	
Harry	Potter	series	as	well	as	Harry	Potter	and	the	Cursed	Child	(2016),	the	co-
authored	 theatrical	 sequel,	 and	 Ridley	 Scott’s	 Alien	 prequels	 Prometheus	
(2012)	 and	Alien:	 Covenant	 (2017).	 In	 every	 instance,	 the	 architect	 of	 each	
specific	universe	encountered	criticism,	whether	 for	 changing	details	of	 the	
original	to	suit	their	own	revisionist	history,	by	divulging	details	about	major	
characters,	 or	 unravelling	 a	 mystery	 which	 fans	 may	 prefer	 to	 remain	
unaddressed.	 The	 decision	 to	 create	 prequels	 and	 sequels,	 especially	when	
creators	return	to	their	franchise,	often	appears	to	be	financially	rather	than	
artistically	 motivated,	 particularly	 when	 dealing	 with	 such	 lucrative	
intellectual	properties	as	Star	Wars,	Harry	Potter	or	Alien.	
While	Complete	Works	may	 not	 be	 as	 high-profile	 as	 the	 above-listed	
examples,	 and	 its	 creators	 have	 not	modified	 details	 to	 the	 same	 extent	 as	
Lucas,	Rowling	or	Scott,	the	RSC	founders’	decision	to	formalise	these	changes	
by	making	them	permanent	in	new,	published	versions	of	the	play	somewhat	
negates	 their	 open	 invitation	 for	 other	 companies	 to	 reinterpret	 Complete	
Works.	It	suggests,	instead,	that	this	is	the	new	gospel	to	which	their	devoted	
flock	 should	 adhere.	 Singer,	 Winfield	 and	 Long’s	 edits	 are	 undoubtedly	
designed	to	avoid	the	cultural	obsolescence	predicted	by	Schoch.	Nonetheless,	
specific	 redactions	 in	 the	 RSC’s	 revisions	 also	 reveal	 details	 which	
retroactively	problematise	the	original.	For	instance,	their	choice	to	exorcise	





vaudeville	 skit	 suggests	 that	 the	 company	 may,	 somewhat	 belatedly,	 be	
recognising	 the	 implicit	 racism	of	 this	 sequence,	 in	which	 three	white	men	
appropriate	 rap	 music	 and	 hip-hop	 culture	 to	 deliver	 a	 parody	 of	 one	 of	
Shakespeare’s	 most	 prominent	 non-white	 characters.	 I	 will	 discuss	 this	
adjustment	in	greater	detail	during	Chapter	5,	where	I	explore	the	rap’s	legacy	
within	 hip-hop	 Shakespeare.	 In	 the	 following	 chapter,	 I	 examine	 how	 the	
process	 of	 revision	 has	 not	 been	 exclusive	 to	 its	 original	 writers	 and	
performers.	In	1993,	the	company	recorded	their	six-part	radio	series	for	the	
BBC	World	Service	 and	based	 it	 on	Complete	Works.	However,	 they	quickly	











Throughout	 the	 course	 of	 their	 work,	 the	 Reduced	 Shakespeare	 Company	
(RSC)	have	critiqued	and	parodied	Shakespeare’s	afterlife	beyond	the	confines	
of	theatre.	Since	the	founding	members’	departure,	the	company	have	gone	on	
to	 engage	 with	 diverse	 artistic	 platforms,	 encompassing	 various	 television	
appearances,	 ranging	 from	 the	 American	 game	 show	 Jeopardy!	 and	 a	 Sky-
commissioned	reduction	of	the	drama	series	Lost,	to	the	recent	publication	of	
their	 Pop-Up	 Shakespeare	 book.	 However,	 away	 from	 the	 stage,	 their	 most	
sustained	 success	 has	 been	 through	 the	 medium	 of	 audio,	 two	 notable	
examples	 of	 which	 are	 the	 six-part	 series	 The	 Reduced	 Shakespeare	 Radio	
Show,	which	was	recorded	in	1993	and	broadcast	by	the	BBC	World	Service	in	






to	 recycle	 and	 revise	 from	 Complete	 Works,	 and	 the	 resultant	 long-term	
influence	on	their	identity	and	subsequent	work.	Studying	the	Radio	Show	is	
crucial	 in	 revealing	 the	RSC’s	methodology	and	 the	 implementation	of	 their	
adapted	and	developed	material.	The	chapter	will	conclude	by	assessing	the	








felt	we	were	able	 to	write	Reduced	Shakespeare:	The	Complete	Guide	 for	 the	
Attention-Impaired’.1	Thus,	it	is	crucial	to	investigate	how	the	company’s	work	
on	 radio	 contributed	 to	 their	 artistic	 development	 and	 diversification.	
Although	the	RSC	have	made	their	name	by	reducing	weighty,	serious	topics,	
the	subject	matter	and	the	specific	medium	within	which	they	operate	are	of	
equal	 importance	 to	 their	 satirical	 approach.	 Tichenor	 says	 that	 ‘no	matter	
what	medium	we’re	working	in,	we	always	try	to	use,	incorporate,	and	make	
fun	of	 the	 language	of	 that	medium	 […]	 so	we	 created	 audio	 footnotes	 and	
theme	music,	we	made	jokes	about	radio	silence,	and	we	played	with	sound.	
Basically,	we	used	all	the	tricks	of	radio’.2	This	is	evidenced	by	the	devices	they	
simultaneously	 use	 and	 lampoon	 throughout	 Radio	 Show,	 as	 will	 be	
demonstrated	 in	 my	 analysis	 of	 each	 episode,	 and	 the	 running	 jokes	
throughout	the	entire	series.	
Radio	broadcasts	have	not	only	produced	a	multitude	of	Shakespearean	
adaptations,	 but	 the	 preservation	 of	 performances,	 including	 those	 which	
predate	recorded	film	and	television,	also	provide	the	critic	with	a	wealth	of	
potential	 case	 studies.	 It	 is	 therefore	 plausible	 to	 suggest	 that,	 given	 the	
growing	 interest	 in	 how	 theatres	 have	 changed	 or	 adjusted	 their	 stage	
productions	 to	 suit	 the	 needs	 of	 live	 theatre	 broadcasts,	 similar	 attention	
might	be	paid	in	the	future	to	how	radio	served	this	role	prior	to	the	advent	of	





































preposterous	 battle	 for	 the	 Phlegmish	 throne	 between	 the	
foundling	 Edmund	 and	 his	 bastard	 twin	 Edmund	 Edmund.	


















influence	 of	 The	 Goon	 Show	 and	 the	 mockery	 of	 performance	 and	 naming	
conventions	in	Shakespeare’s	plays,	as	demonstrated	in	the	above	description	











Dingle	 Company	 attempt	 to	 interview	 the	 humorous	 fictional	 character,	





RSC’s.	 His	 adaptation	 of	 The	 39	 Steps,	 for	 instance,	 features	 only	 four	
performers	and	is	performed	in	a	fast-paced,	irreverent,	metatheatrical	style.	
A	 key	 difference	 between	 the	 two	 radio	 series,	 however,	 is	 that	 Barlow’s	
features	real	celebrities,	who	either	parody	themselves	or	highlight	the	Royal	
Dingle	Company’s	incompetence,	whereas	the	RSC	impersonate	their	guests	in	
order	 to	 parody	 the	 radio	 interview	 itself.	 Nonetheless,	 the	 presence	 of	







Greenhalgh	 explains	 that	 ‘historically	 it	 has	 […]	 been	 one	 of	 the	most	
unacknowledged	and	often	ephemeral	forms	of	Shakespearean	remediation,	
and,	partly	for	this	reason,	one	which	has	received	the	least	critical	attention.	
In	 this	 sense	 Shakespeare	 has	 more	 frequently	 been	 “under”	 than	 “over”	











or	 DVD;	 or	 merely	 as	 a	 technological	 means	 for	 making	 a	 record	 of	 a	
performance	rather	than	as	an	art	form	with	its	own	distinctive	history	and	
aesthetic	 conventions’.11	 The	 expression	 ‘manqué’	 is	 used	 here	 to	 present	



















alternative	 worlds	 of	 the	 imagination’.13	 This	 is	 especially	 applicable	 to	
everyday	activities	 that	 require	 the	 individual’s	visual	awareness,	 such	as	a	
work	commute,	where	radio	can	continue	to	fulfil	an	important,	autonomous	
role,	 unconnected	 to	 the	 visual	 stimuli	 of	 film	 or	 television,	 which	 is	 also	
traditionally	 a	 collective,	 social	 experience.	 	 Moreover,	 although	 formerly	
associated	 with	 communality	 before	 its	 replacement	 by	 television	 as	 the	
family’s	preferred	entertainment	medium,	radio	has,	to	an	extent,	developed	
into	an	individual	sensory	experience	that	offers	the	listener	the	opportunity	




























while	on	 the	 road,	with	 the	 three	members	each	 taking	 two	episodes.	Long	
undertook	 Episodes	 3	 and	 4,	 which	 focused	 on	 ‘The	 Histories’	 and	 ‘The	
Tragedies’,	Martin	took	responsibility	for	Episodes	1	and	6,	‘Romeo	and	Juliet’	
















that	 ‘eighteen	minutes	or	 less’21	 of	Complete	Works	were	 retained,	 the	only	
sections	 relatively	 unchanged	 being	 ‘Rap	 Othello’	 and	 the	 History	 Cycle	
represented	as	a	game	of	American	Football.		






17	 Adam	 Long,	 Reed	 Martin	 and	 Austin	 Tichenor,	 ‘Hamlet’	 in	 The	 Reduced	 Shakespeare	
Company	Radio	Show	(Laughing	Stock	Productions	Ltd.,	1994).	









introductions,	 interludes	 and	 closing	 remarks	 between	 the	 three	 company	
members,	which	connect	each	sketch	and,	through	the	inclusion	of	interviews,	






The	 Firesigns,	 who,	 as	 Lanier	 describes,	 were	 adept	 at	 ‘blending	 inventive	




Goon	 Show,	 subjected	 Shakespearean	 speech	 and	 plot	 fragments	 to	 a	 vocal	
makeover	 […]	 in	 a	performance	of	 the	 “Once	more	 into	 the	breach”	 speech	
from	Henry	V,	which	mimicked	Olivier’s	delivery	in	his	1945	film	version,	with	
the	 clipped	 tones	 of	 an	 RAF	 wing-commander	 and	 vocally	 produced	






To	 understand	 the	 full	 significance	 of	 Radio	 Show	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 RSC’s	
history,	it	is	necessary	to	survey	the	content	and	focus	of	these	episodes,	an	













qualifying	 his	 statements	 with	 additional	 synonyms,	 the	 use	 of	 Foley	 and	
sound	 effects,	 including	 a	 ‘sound	 effect	 of	 the	 week’26	 and	 ‘audio	 footnote	
time’,27	 all	 of	 which	 also	 help	 to	 supplement	 the	 material	 recycled	 from	
Complete	 Works.	 This	 final	 example	 serves	 as	 the	 audio	 equivalent	 of	 a	




Alert	 listeners	will	no	doubt	have	noticed	that	 this	 is	an	adapted	
version	of	Romeo	and	 Juliet.	 In	 this	modern	 age	 of	 seven-second	










the	 published	 script	 of	 Complete	 Works	 and	 their	 satirical	 reference	 book,	
Reduced	 Shakespeare:	 The	 Complete	 Guide	 for	 the	 Attention-Impaired	
(abridged),	 include	 irreverent	 footnotes	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 academic	











the	RSC	 structure	 the	 instalment	 as	 a	process	of	 overcoming	 these	 internal	
struggles,	which	range	from	the	petty,	where	Adam	repeatedly	mocks	Reed	for	
being	bald,	to	more	serious,	ideological	differences	such	as	Austin	pursuing	a	




are	 less	 fixed.	For	 instance,	Austin	 is	more	prone	 to	 joining	 in	with	Adam’s	
distracting	 antics,	 such	 as	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 episode	when	 they	 both	




Reed	 retains	 his	 onstage	 role	 as	 ringmaster,	 preventing	 each	 episode	
from	descending	into	chaos,	but	also	occasionally	adopts	the	role	of	authority	
figure,	 usually	 represented	 by	 Austin.	 During	 a	 recurring	 sketch,	 in	 which	
Austin	interviews	a	celebrity	guest	with	a,	sometimes,	tenuous	connection	to	
Shakespeare’s	 work,	 Reed	 appears	 as	 the	 personality,	 speaking	 in	 his	 own	
voice	without	any	attempt	at	an	accurate	 impersonation.	These	guests,	who	
have	included	Helena	Bonham	Carter,	Oprah	Winfrey	and	Princess	Diana,	are	
also	all	 female,	 thus	heightening	 the	surreal	 ridiculousness	of	Martin’s	non-
impressions.	The	conversations	run	for	a	few	minutes	before	Austin	asks	the	
celebrity	 to	describe	 themselves	 to	 ‘the	 listeners	at	home’,30	 at	which	point	
Reed	 describes	 his	 own	 physical	 appearance	 and	 is	 ironically	 revealed	 by	
Austin	 to	 be	 ‘Reed	 Martin:	 Professional	 Impressionist’.31	 This	 is	 a	 further	
section	 of	 the	 episode	 which	 introduces	 the	 RSC’s	 evident	 enthusiasm	 for	
disrupting	listener	expectations	and,	through	the	fact	that	Reed	is	quite	clearly	


















the	 addition	of	 exaggerated	 sound	effects	 to	 replace	 the	 sounds	of	 clashing	




cartoon	 influences	more	extensively,	 taking	 the	principles	of	Looney	Tunes,	
which	were	 foundational	 in	 the	 company’s	approach	 to	 fast-paced,	physical	
reductions	of	Shakespeare,	and	applying	these	conventions	to	a	radio	series.	








Tichenor	 affirms	 that	 other	 pivotal	 animations	 were	 ‘the	 Rocky	 and	
Bullwinkle	cartoons	of	the	early	1960s,	which	would	include	interstitial	series	










a	 shop	 named	 ‘Red’s	 Riding	 Hoods’	 in	 ‘the	 Hollywoods’	 and	 follows	 the	
unsuspecting	 ‘Walter	Wolf’	 in	 order	 to	 purchase	 his	 skin	 for	 a	 demanding	
elderly	woman.	The	episode	culminates	in	‘Red’	getting	her	comeuppance	after	
impersonating	 the	 wolf’s	 grandmother	 and	 being	 sold	 by	 Walter	 to	 the	
customer	 instead,	 after	 which	 he	 ‘goes	 into	 the	 fur	 business	 for	 himself’.34	
Consequently,	 the	 episode	 reverses	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 original	 version,	 in	
which	the	marauding	wolf	pursues	the	young	girl.	 It	also	satirises	economic	
ruthlessness,	 and	 features	 metatheatrical	 interruptions	 from	 the	 narrator,	
who	frequently	converses	with	the	fictional	characters.		
These	 dramatic	 devices	 were	 clearly	 influential	 on	 the	 RSC,	 who	
habitually	interrupt	sketches	and	scenes,	both	onstage	and	on	radio,	to	remind	
their	audience	of	 the	absence	of	 the	 fourth	wall.	Tichenor	explains	 that	 this	
‘sensibility	 influenced	 much	 of	 my	 writing.	 The	 jokes	 where	 the	 narrator	
would	 say,	 “night	 falls”	 and	 you’d	 hear	 a	 big	 crash	 backstage.	 I	 think	 that	
playing	with	the	form,	but	also	engaging	with	as	many	of	the	senses	as	you	can	
–	 visual,	 sound,	 realism,	 absurdity	 -	 because	 I	 think,	 in	 animation,	 and	
definitely	 on	 radio,	 you	 have	 to	 create	 everything’.35	 The	 Capulets	 and	
Montagues	 sketch	 begins	with	 ‘hair-pulling’36	 and	 ‘stomach-punches’37	 and,	





play’,40	 forcing	 him	 to	 tell	 the	 other	 actors	 to	 ‘carry	 on	 then’.41	 By	 thus	
																																																								











concluding	the	Prince’s	order	with	a	return	to	hostilities,	 rather	 than	to	 the	
temporary	peace	of	Shakespeare’s	play,	 the	RSC	ask	 the	 listener	 to	share	 in	
their	 conspiracy	 of	 ignorance	 about	 the	 well-known	 plot	 of	 ‘Shakespeare’s	
most	popular	play’,42	just	as	the	viewers	of	Fractured	Fairy	Tales	are	required	




both	 Italian	 and	 Italian-American	 stereotypes	 to	 reveal	 that	 it	 began	when	
Juliet	accidentally	insulted	‘Papa	Montague’43	by	acknowledging	the	baldness	
he	 conceals	 by	 wearing	 a	 wig	 of	 spaghetti.	 The	 joke	 deftly	 connects	 the	






Romeo	accidentally	 curses	 the	Montagues,	Benvolio	 reminds	his	 friend	 that	
‘your	 family	 is	 the	Montagues,	 imbecile,	 you	hate	 the	Capulets’.44	This	gives	
voice	 to	 the	 possibility	 that	 audiences	 watching	 Shakespeare’s	 R&J	 may	
become	confused	about	the	difference	between	the	two	families,	the	fact	that	
the	 playwright	 gives	 relatively	 limited	 explanation	 for	 why	 they	 became	











Juliet	 is	aged	thirteen	 in	Shakespeare’s	play.	Cunk	responds	by	 telling	Wells	 that	she’s	 ‘not	









the	 streets	 and	back	alleys,	not	 in	a	 cold,	 clinical	way	 from	 their	
parents	or	teachers.	Yes,	I	think	we	need	to	keep	a	healthy	mystique	
about	 sex	 and	 the	best	way	 to	do	 that	 is	 through	paranoia,	 half-
truths	and	misinformation.46	
	





be	 distorted.	 Indeed,	 this	 maxim	 is	 often	 milked	 by	 certain	 American	
politicians	 in	 their	 attempts	 to	 appeal	 to	 voters,	 despite	 their	 declared	
adherence	to	such	values	being	frequently	and	hypocritically	compromised	by	
their	own	personal	activities.	Thus,	 in	this	episode,	as	well	as	in	the	second,	
which	 focuses	 on	Hamlet,	 the	 RSC	 use	 the	 medium	 of	 radio	 to	 confront	 a	

















this	play:	how	do	you	deal	with	 teenage	 sex	 responsibly	 and	 still	make	 the	
words	of	Shakespeare	 interesting?’.51	Answering	 this	 two-part	question,	 the	
RSC	perform	a	rap	featuring	a	double-pun	on	the	double-meaning	of	‘rap	your	
willie’	to	describe	the	act	of	rendering	‘Willie’	Shakespeare	relatable	through	





You	 and	 your	 partner	may	 be	 star-crossed	 lovers	 but,	when	 the	
heavens	rain,	remember	to	use	your	rubbers.	Whether	you	use	a	
condom,	 the	 inner-tube	 of	 a	 tyre	 or	 just	 some	 plain,	 old	 plastic	
wrap,	be	sure	to	rap	your	willie.52	
	
The	 first	 episode	 thereby	 concludes	with	material	 that	 parodies	 the	 role	 of	
radio	as	a	public	broadcasting	service,	with	its	frequent	disclaimers,	as	well	as	






subliminal	 messaging.	 This	 takes	 the	 form	 of	 a	 Satanic	 interruption	 to	 a	
disclaimer	 delivered	 by	 Reed,	 who	 assures	 the	 listeners	 that,	 despite	 the	
episode’s	exploration	of	the	play’s	supernatural	elements,		
	
the	 BBC	 and	 the	 Reduced	 Shakespeare	 Company	 deny	 any	
relationship	 with	 or	 endorsement	 of	 Beelzebub,	 Old	 Scratch,	
Mephistopheles,	 the	Antichrist	or	any	other	names	by	which	Our	






sanction	 Satanic	 worship	 and	 any	 implied	 support	 of	 Lucifer	 is	
expressly	 disavowed.	 The	 BBC	 and	 RSC	 stand	 firmly	 behind	
sweetness	and	goodness	and	light.53		
	











interrupts	 Martin	 by	 inserting	 the	 words	 ‘Dark	 Prince’55	 into	 the	 title	 of	
‘Hamlet,	Prince	of	Denmark’.	These	subliminal	messages	are	a	reminder	of	the	




wing,	 pro-artistic	 ideals,	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 generic	 platitudes	 delivered	 by	
Reed’s	saccharine	announcer,	who	concludes	his	disclaimer	by	explaining	that	
the	 RSC	 follow	 ‘all	 the	 other	 positive	 Judaeo-Christian	 values,	 well	 mostly	
Christian	values,	but	you	know	what	we	mean’.57	The	political	undercurrents	
of	both	the	‘Romeo	and	Juliet’	and	‘Hamlet’	episodes,	where	the	RSC	satirise	
how	 conservative	 views	 towards	 issues	 such	 as	 sex	 education	 can	 have	










Works,	where	 it	 is	 the	politics	 of	 theatre	 and	 Shakespeare’s	 legacy	 that	 are	
more	directly	addressed.	
The	episode	 continues	with	 the	emphasis	on	 the	 supernatural	 themes	
present	in	Shakespeare’s	play	by	reframing	it	as	‘a	good,	old-fashioned	ghost	
story’.58	 Much	 of	 the	 Hamlet-focused	 section	 in	 Complete	 Works	 relies	 on	
physical	comedy	and,	consequently,	very	little	of	the	stage	version	remains	in	
this	 episode.	 Thus,	 instead	 of	 approaching	 their	 Hamlet	 parody	 from	 the	
position	of	three	actors	who	are	fearful	of	tackling	this	significant	text,	the	RSC	
use	 the	 conventions	of	 the	 radio	play	 to	 explore	 and	 reconfigure	 the	play’s	
genre.	 This	 involves	 a	 range	 of	 pop	 culture	 references	 to	 horror	 films,	 for	
instance,	 by	 means	 of	 sound	 effects,	 such	 as	 the	 staccato	 stabs	 of	 strings	
memorably	featured	during	the	iconic	shower	scene	in	Alfred	Hitchcock’s	film	
Psycho	(1960),	that	are	heard	during	Hamlet’s	murder	of	Polonius.	Elsewhere,	
when	 Hamlet	 decapitates	 Claudius	 using	 a	 chainsaw,	 telling	 him	 that	 ‘in	
Denmark	 no	 one	 can	 hear	 you	 scream’,59	 they	 paraphrase	 the	 promotional	
tagline	 for	sci-fi	horror	 film	Alien	(1979)	whilst	 simultaneously	evoking	 the	
influential	slasher	movie,	The	Texas	Chainsaw	Massacre	(1974).	
The	 episode	 culminates	 in	 the	dead	 rising	 on	 ‘this	Night	 of	 the	Living	
Bard’,60	which	is	a	reference	to	a	further	subgenre	of	cinematic	horror:	Night	
of	the	Living	Dead	(1968),	which	is	viewed	as	progenitor	of	the	zombie	movie.	
R.M.	Christofides	has	suggested	 that	 ‘[t]he	 living	dead	walk	 through	Hamlet	
before	 the	 gravedigger	 unearths	 the	 skeletons	 of	 the	 long	 deceased’61	 and,	
although	 the	 RSC’s	 parody	 here	 largely	 serves	 to	 conclude	 the	 episode’s	
running	 theme	 of	 a	 horror-based	 Hamlet,	 it	 also	 evokes	 the	 ending	 of	
Shakespeare’s	play	through	the	inference	that,	despite	Claudius’s	demise	and	











During	 the	 episode’s	 conclusion,	 the	 RSC	 retain	 the	 final,	 condensed	
version	of	Hamlet’s	entire	plot	from	Complete	Works.	However,	in	contrast	to	
the	 stage	 version,	 the	 actors	 neither	 enact	 this	 reduction	 three	 times,	 nor	
perform	it	backwards,	given	that	its	central	impact	for	a	theatre	audience	lies	
in	watching	them	physically	recreate	their	earlier	actions	in	imitation	of	a	film	
that	 is	 first	 sped-up	 and	 then	 rewound.	 Instead,	 they	parody	 another	 radio	
genre,	the	sports	commentary,	by	setting	their	Hamlet	in	the	athletics-based	
context	 of	 an	 ‘attempt	 to	 break	 the	 world	 record	 for	 the	 fastest	 ever	
performance	of	Hamlet’.62	The	rapid,	forty-one	second	Hamlet	that	follows	on	






celebratory	 pronouncements,	 to	 the	 sound	 of	 cheering	 crowds,	 after	 the	
attempt	proves	successful.	The	episode	also	establishes	this	parodic	approach	
to	competition	during	the	fencing	match	between	Hamlet	and	Laertes,	which	







The	 American	 Football	 game,	 which	 follows	 Adam’s	 outburst	 in	 Complete	
Works,	 forms	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 third	 episode’s	 exploration	 of	 Shakespeare’s	
history	plays.	The	RSC	call	on	the	analogy	created	by	Adam	that	 ‘the	throne	











commentators	 and	 Long	 as	 a	 field	 reporter.	 They	 satirise	 the	 build-up	 to	 a	
high-profile	 sports	 event,	 including	 the	 commercial	 breaks	 typical	 of	 such	
coverage,	which	the	RSC	lampoon	by	means	of	a	Henry	VIII	parody	where	the	
monarch	 advertises	 a	 marital	 advice	 service,	 culminating	 in	 the	
recommendation:	‘don’t	lose	your	head	over	marital	problems,	have	your	wife	
lose	 hers’.69	 The	 episode	 also	 includes	 an	 extended	 version	 of	 Adam’s	
Shakespeare-Hitler	biography	confusion	in	Complete	Works,	here	involving	the	
sports	 commentators	 in	 frequent	 attempts	 to	 cut	 to	 interview	 clips	 with	
Shakespeare’s	King	Richard,	 only	 for	 various	American	Kings	 and	Richards,	
such	as	Stephen	King	and	Richard	Nixon,	to	appear	instead,	prompting	Reed	to	
curse	‘bungling	British	incompetence’.70	
The	 pre-game	 show	 culminates	 in	 Adam’s	 field	 reporter	 catching	 a	
mascot,	removing	its	head	and	subsequently	being	sucked	inside.	The	head	is	
implausibly	 revealed	 to	be	 Shakespeare’s,	which	provides	 the	RSC	with	 the	
opportunity	to	make	use	of	sci-fi	influenced	sound	effects	and	ambient	music	
to	create	a	psychedelic	soundscape,	as	Long	moves	closer	towards	‘the	core	of	
Shakespeare’s	 genius’,71	 in	 a	 quest	 to	 answer	 the	 question:	 what	 was	 the	






Furthermore,	 coupled	 with	 the	 audio	 footnotes,	 it	 delivers	 an	 additional	











The	climax	of	 the	scene	also	satirises	 the	commercial	 imperatives	and	
interests	of	mass	media	over	intellectual	and	artistic	exploration,	when	Reed	
interrupts	 Adam,	 as	 he	 about	 to	 submit	 the	 categorical	 explanation	 about	
Shakespeare’s	genius,	by	telling	him	that	‘we	need	to	pause	for	a	commercial	
break’.72	The	surrealism	conjured	by	this	particular	moment	is	one	of	the	most	
obvious	 tonal	 connections	 between	 Radio	 Show	 and	 the	 RSC’s	 radio	
precursors,	 The	 Goons	 and	 The	 Firesign	 Theatre.	 The	 American	 radio	
journalist	and	National	Public	Radio	host	Robert	Siegel	described	it	in	a	1994	
interview	 with	 the	 RSC	 as	 ‘radio	 in	 the	 spirit	 of	 the	 Goon	 Show	 and	 The	







The	 fourth	 episode	 begins	 with	 Austin’s	 reverential	 direct	 address	 to	 the	


































the	 OED	 as	 a	 ‘literary	 composition	 modelled	 on	 and	 imitating	 another	





acerbic	 characters	who	already	provide	 a	 level	 of	 satirical	 comment	on	 the	
action	 of	 their	 respective	 plays:	 Thersites,	 for	 instance,	 comments	 on	 the	
ugliness	 of	 war	 through	 his	 crude	 and	 relentless	 insulting	 of	 higher-status	
characters.	Thus,	as	with	the	absence	of	Mercutio	from	their	R&J	in	Complete	
Works,	 the	 RSC	 eschew	 these	 particular	 plays	 because	 Shakespeare’s	 own	
creations	 already	 deliver	 a	 level	 of	 satirical	 commentary	 that	 would	 make	
these	plays	less	conducive	to	mockery.	
Instead,	 they	 repurpose	 a	 more	 significant	 amount	 of	 material	 from	
Complete	Works	than	in	any	other	episode,	using	the	sketches	which	focus	on	








events:	 Lear’s	 banishment	 of	 Cordelia,	 Lear’s	 rage	 against	 the	 storm	 and	
Edmund	 and	 Lear’s	 deaths,	 each	 event	 linked	 by	 cartoonish	 sound	 effects.	
Reed	justifies	this	by	explaining	to	Austin	that	‘I	figured	Shakespeare	used	too	
many	words,	so	I	decided	to	kick	out	all	the	unimportant	stuff	and	get	right	to	
the	 sex	 and	 the	 killing’.79	 Austin	 responds	 by	 asking	 him	 if	 he	 could	 play	 a	
recording	of	his	‘favourite	scene	from	King	Lear’,80	to	which	Reed	asks	whether	
it	 is	 ‘the	storm	scene’81	or	 ‘the	cliff	 scene’.82	Austin’s	 reply	represents	a	key	














lines	 of	 the	 play’s	 final	 scene,	 during	which	 Othello	 speaks	 to	 the	 sleeping	























The	 radio	 version	 of	 ‘Rap	 Othello’	 leaves	 the	 lyrics	 unchanged	 and	 adds	 a	
backing	 track	 which	 recalls	 the	 sound	 of	 1990s	 rap	 rock	 through	 its	
combination	of	guitars	and	a	hip-hop	drum	beat.	This	is	in	sharp	contrast	to	
the	gentle	lute	rendition	of	‘Greensleeves’	which	can	be	heard	beneath	Adam’s	
recital	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 words	 and	 his	 own	 argot.	 The	 instrumental	music	
replaces	the	live	beatbox	which	accompanies	the	stage	version	of	the	rap	in	
Complete	Works	and	was	composed	by	Nick	Graham,	who	would	later	again	


























Taylor,	 who	 attempted	 to	 reverse	 Theobald’s	 alterations	 in	 a	 2012	 stage	
adaptation,	explains	that	‘[i]n	1653	the	leading	English	publisher	of	plays	and	
poetry,	Humphrey	 Moseley,	 registered	 his	 copyright	 in	 a	 list	 of	 42	 plays.	
Somewhere	 mid-list	 is	 “The	 History	 of	 Cardenio,	 by	 Mr	 Fletcher	 &	
Shakespeare”’.89	The	collaborative	play,	‘based	on	a	section	from	Cervantes’s	
masterpiece	 Don	 Quixote,	 is	 a	 tragicomedy	 set	 in	 the	 Spanish	 mountains,	
populated	by	goatherds	and	shepherds,	lovers,	madmen	and	nunneries’.90	
These	 features	 are	 conspicuously	 absent	 in	 the	RSC’s	Cardenio,	which	
they	 reconceive	 as	 a	 ‘long	 lost	 children’s	 play’.91	 The	 company	 remove	 any	
vestige	of	Cardenio’s	plot,	placing	it	instead	in	the	context	of	Arthurian	legend.	
The	 narrative	 follows	 King	 Arthur	 and	 Sir	 Lancelot’s	 quest	 to	 save	 Queen	
Guinevere	from	the	evil	Mordred.	The	RSC	tacitly	parody	the	discovery	of	a	lost	
Shakespeare	play	by	setting	Cardenio	in	the	world	of	an	apocryphal	work:	The	
Birth	 of	 Merlin.	 The	 play	 was	 first	 performed	 in	 1622	 and	 is	 generally	
attributed	 to	 Shakespeare’s	 late	 contemporary,	 William	 Rowley.	 Although	
some	 scholars	 have	 argued	 that	The	Birth	 of	Merlin	 is	 a	 collaborative	work	
between	Rowley	and	Shakespeare,	most	reject	this	attribution	and	view	it	as	
having	been	written	by	Rowley,	possibly	with	another	playwright.	
This	 section	 also	 refers	 to	 Tichenor’s	 early	 career	 as	 a	 writer	 for	
children’s	 theatre,	 which	 began	 in	 1984	 with	 his	 adaptation	 of	 George’s	










experiences	were	of	 crucial	 importance	 to	his	development	as	a	writer	and	
eventual	work	with	the	RSC:	‘I	had	all	the	Monty	Python	albums	and	my	folks	
listened	 to	 a	 lot	 of	 radio	 comedy	 like	 the	 Jack	 Benny	 show.	 Then	 I	 started	
listening	to	The	Firesign	Theatre	and	the	Goons.	All	of	that	fed	into	the	first	
children’s	shows,	which	all	then	fed	into	the	Radio	Show’.92	This	influence	is	
particularly	 visible	 in	 this	 section,	 which	 is	 written	 and	 performed	
predominantly	 in	 doggerel	 which	 consists	 of	 comically	 simplistic	 rhyming	
couplets,	many	of	which	are	deliberately	cumbersome	in	their	syntax.	This	is	
particularly	 evident	when	 Arthur	 reads	 aloud	 a	 letter	written	 to	 him	 from	
Mordred,	discussing	the	terms	of	 the	kidnapped	Guinevere’s	release,	during	














together	 to	 make	 the	 verse	 sound	 juvenile.	 On	 the	 other,	 words	 such	 as	
‘adored’	and	‘sword’	are	made	more	difficult	than	necessary	by	the	company’s	
attempt	 to	 make	 their	 language	 sound	 authentically	 ‘Shakespearean’	 by	



















A	central	 feature	of	 the	 fifth	 episode	 is	 the	 company’s	 interest	 in	 exploring	
theories	of	 comedy,	how	 to	 tell	 successful	 jokes	and	paying	 tribute	 to	 their	
comic	heroes.	Consequently,	they	retain	the	comedy	mash-up	from	Complete	
Works	and	extend	this	idea	to	a	parody	of	‘Who’s	On	First?’,	the	best	known	
comedy	 routine	 by	 American	 double	 act	 Abbott	 and	 Costello.	 The	 RSC’s	



































70s	 rock	 bands,	 they’re	 all	 the	 same’.97	 The	 basic	 concept	 of	 Abbott	 and	
Costello’s	routine	revolves	around	names	which	can	be	mistaken	for	questions	
or	answers,	such	as	the	word	‘who’	being	both	the	name	of	the	batsman	on	first	
base	and	the	question	being	asked	about	 ‘who’s	on	 first	base?’.	 In	the	RSC’s	




band’.98	 The	 imitation	 of	 this	 routine	 pays	 tribute	 to	 one	 of	 the	 RSC’s	 key	
influences	 and	 applies	 Abbott	 and	 Costello’s	 comedic	 imbroglio	 to	 the	
company’s	 acknowledgement	 of	 the	 consistent	 themes	 and	 tropes	 in	















the	 prize	 /	 In	 cutting	 huge	 things	 right	 down	 to	 size’.99	 The	 catalogue	 of	
influences	that	emerge	in	a	verse	shared	between	all	 three	members	serves	














same	 instrumental	 track	and	verse	scansion.	 Just	as	 the	original	song	never	
explicitly	mentions	what	the	final	letter	stands	for	(those	initials	spelling	out	



















Dispelling	 the	 notion	 of	 Shakespeare	 as	 the	 reserve	 of	 high	 culture	 and	










the	 man	 was	 an	 entertainer’,103	 the	 RSC	 astutely	 respect	 his	 position	 as	
















irreverent	 disdain	 for	 the	 notion	 of	 his	 supreme	 originality,	 and	 instead,	
through	the	device	of	ambiguity	in	the	word	‘wicked’,		to	mean	both	good	and	




confession	 of	 appropriating	 ‘black	 culture’107	 in	 many	 ways	 reflects	 ‘the	
popular	grotesque	[which]	offers	a	private	fantasy	of	rebelliousness	for	those	
who	 have	 already	 submitted	 themselves	 to	 the	 institutional	 regimes	 and	
authority	of	high	culture	Shakespeare	–	daydreams	of	resistance,	not	open	acts	
of	 dissent’.108	 By	 applying	 Lanier’s	 use	 of	Derek	 Longhurst’s	 term,	 ‘popular	
grotesque’,	to	the	RSC,	I	do	not	suggest	that	they	contribute	to	the	continued	
un-popularisation	 of	 Shakespeare,	 making	 jocular	 references	 that	 are	
understood	 only	 by	 the	 initiated	members	 of	 their	 audience.	 Instead,	 they	
assume	 the	 position	 of	 Shakespearean	 satirists	 from	 an	 informed	 position,	
attempting	to	locate	‘a	suitable	medium,	style	or	genre	for	bridging	that	gap	




















America,	which	Adam	 introduces	with	 the	explanation	 that	 ‘the	New	World	
was	discovered	by	Columbus	in	1492	and	then	by	Shakespeare’s	days,	the	first	
colonies	had	already	been	formed	and	in	my	research	I	discovered	that	William	
Shakespeare	 actually	 visited	 America’.111	 True	 to	 form,	 the	 RSC	 treat	 their	
parodic	 invention	as	 a	matter	of	documented	 fact	 and	 frame	 themselves	 as	
intrepid	academics,	 intent	on	plugging	gaps	 in	 the	audience’s	knowledge	of	
Shakespeare’s	life.		
The	 story	 begins	with	 Reed	 (who	 also	 plays	 Shakespeare)	 setting	 the	
scene	in	Stratford-upon-Avon,	1582.	This	positions	the	RSC’s	 fantasy	during	
the	 final	part	of	his	First	Lost	Years,	a	period	of	 time	between	Shakespeare	
leaving	 school	 in	 1578	 and	marrying	Anne	Hathaway	 in	 1582	 about	which	
there	 is	 a	 conspicuous	 lack	 of	 documented	 evidence.112	 Consequently,	 the	
‘Little	Known	Trip	to	America’	can	be	classified	as	what	Lanier	describes	as	
‘Shakespop	biography’,113	given	that	it	fills	a	blank	space	in	the	playwright’s	
history	 with	 a	 tale	 of	 the	 company’s	 own	 invention,	 which	 unfolds	 with	















by	 and	 starred	 the	 principal	 performers	 of	 children’s	 television	 series	 Horrible	 Histories	
(2009-13)	 and	 co-produced	by	BBC	Films.	The	 film	 takes	place	 in	 an	 anachronistic	period	
setting	 which	 presents	 the	 world	 of	 Elizabethan	 England	 peppered	 with	 references	 to	
contemporary	pop	culture.	Furthermore,	Bill	offers	a	postmodern	commentary	on	the	legacy	







adaptation,	 whereby	 a	 cannibalistic	 Shakespeare	 is	 fed	 his	 own	 quotations	
throughout	the	episode,	and	is	thus	inspired	to	write	the	play	from	which	they	
are	taken,	a	concept	which	I	will	explore	further	in	Chapter	4.116	





genres,	 such	 as	 televangelist	 broadcasts	 and	 wrestling.	 The	 RSC	 frame	
television-viewing	 as	 a	 form	of	 religious	worship	 and	 eulogise	 the	medium	
when	Shakespeare	cries	that	‘there	are	hundreds	of	stations.	Praise	the	Lord!’,	





literary	 creation	 and	 ‘divine’	 inspiration	 as	 emanating	 from	one	 of	 popular	













sitcom	Upstart	 Crow	 (2016-present)	 and	 the	Doctor	Who	 episode	 ‘The	 Shakespeare	 Code’	
(2007).	 Each	of	 these	 examples	 follow	 the	 tradition	of	 John	Madden’s	Shakespeare	 in	 Love	




















The	 RSC	 not	 only	 equate	 Shakespeare’s	 process	 of	 literary	 borrowing	 as		
tantamount	to	theft,	following	the	thread	of	distillation	explored	in	Complete	
Works,	but	also	highlight	his	position	as	an	American	icon,	engineered	by	the	
joke	 that	 he	was	 inspired	 by	 these	 examples	 of	 US	 pop	 culture,	 which	 are	
themselves	appropriations	of	 	Shakespeare.120	This	parodies	the	notion	that	
Shakespeare	has	become	an	American	national	playwright,	in	the	sense	that	
‘Shakespeare’s	afterlife	as	 the	greatest	playwright	who	ever	 lived	 is	now	as	
much	an	American	as	a	British	phenomenon’.121	Moreover,	the	RSC	create	the	













121	 Robert	 McCrum,	 ‘William	 Shakespeare:	 a	 quintessentially	 American	 author’	 in	 The	













ADAM	[as	Chip]:		 	Guys,	 get	 in	 here!	 These	 are	 my	
friends,	 the	 Reduced	 Shakespeare	
Company.	They’re	going	to	take	you	
back	to	England.	
ALL	[as	the	RSC]:		 	Oh	 hey	 Will,	 how	 you	 doing?	
Pleased	to	meet	you.	
REED	[as	Shakespeare]:		 Nice	 to	 meet	 you.	 Why	 does	 your	
company	bear	my	name?	
AUSTIN	[as	himself]:		 	Well	because	we	plan	to	make	you	
a	 star,	 my	 boy.	 We’re	 going	 to	
compact	 all	 your	 plays	 into	 one	







him	 as	 a	 ‘star’	 akin	 to	 modern	 celebrity	 figures,	 they	 satirise	 the	
commodification	 of	 the	 playwright	 in	 the	 mass	 media	 era.	 Finally,	 the	










to	 those	 explored	 and	 utilised	 in	 Long	 Lost.	 Indeed,	 Tichenor	 has	
acknowledged	 ‘that,	 in	many	ways,	 the	 invention	of	 Shakespeare	 coming	 to	
America	gave	us	the	courage	to	write	a	Shakespeare-based	narrative	that	was	
longer	than	a	sketch.	It	was	the	first	time	we	wrote	a	prequel	to	Shakespeare’s	
works	 and	 Long	 Lost	 is	 the	 ultimate	 first	 draft	 prequel	 to	 his	 works’.125	
Although	Tichenor	has	also	suggested	that	Completely	Hollywood	(abridged),	
the	 second	half	 of	which	 follows	a	 ‘sustained	narrative’,126	 also	 contributed	
directly	to	their	growing	confidence	that	this	format	could	be	sustained	across	


























place.	He	 also	 reveals,	 during	 a	podcast	 conversation	with	Martin,	 that	 ‘the	
podcast	was	born	of	our	desire	 to	do	another	radio	show’.127	Consequently,	
without	the	fixed	geographical	base	required	to	produce	another	three-hour	
batch	 of	 radio-based	material,	 the	 RSC’s	 wish	 to	 retain	 and	 continue	 their	
audio	 presence	 has	 resulted	 in	 the	 weekly	 recording	 of	 a	 podcast,	 which	
Tichenor	 can	 conveniently	 record	 and	 release	 spontaneously	wherever	 the	
company’s	itinerary	takes	him.	As	a	result	of	the	podcast,	the	RSC	met	Samuel	
Taylor,	 the	 founder	 of	 the	 Back	 Room	 Shakespeare	 Project	 (BRSP),	 whose	
book,	 My	 Life	 in	 the	 Shakespeare	 Cult,	 Tichenor	 attests	 to	 have	 been	 an	
important	textual	influence	in	the	writing	and	development	of	Long	Lost.	This	
demonstrates	 further	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 RSC’s	 audio	 presence	 in	







own	 interests	 and	 events,	 such	 as	 in	 April	 2016,	 when	 the	 RSC	 used	 it	 to	
promote	Long	Lost	before	its	premiere	at	the	Folger	Theatre.	Equally,	 it	can	
explore	 topics	 of	 general	 interest	 to	 listeners,	 ranging	 from	 the	 concept	 of	
magic	in	The	Tempest,	to	sonnet	translations	of	contemporary	pop	songs.	As	a	
digital	 audio	 form,	 a	 podcast	 generally	 condenses	 its	 content	 into	 short,	
episode-length	segments	to	be	consumed	at	the	listener’s	convenience,	and	is	





128	Kermode	 and	Mayo’s	 Film	Review	 is	 a	 successful	 example	which	 demonstrates	 this;	 the	
movie	review	show,	which	is	aired	on	BBC	Radio	5	Live	weekly	and	available	as	a	podcast,	







the	worlds	 of	 entertainment	 and	 academia	 in	 the	 same	 informal	 interview	
style,	regardless	of	their	background	and	reputation.	He	has	discussed	the	idea	
of	 the	podcast’s	 intimacy,	which	 complements	 the	 company’s	work	onstage	
and	often	providing	listeners	who	may	not	have	seen	their	stage	shows	with	
















also	 reflects	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 passion	 for	 Shakespeare	 as	 a	 ‘guilty	 pleasure’,	
something	 to	 be	 secretly	 enjoyed	 but	 never	 exposed	 in	 public	 for	 fear	 of	
ridicule.	The	notion	of	Shakespeare	as	a	boring,	impenetrable	writer	inflicted	
on	schoolchildren	who	bear	this	association	into	adulthood,	is	one	which	the	
RSC	 steadily	 acknowledge	 and	 aim	 to	 combat	 in	Complete	Works,	 primarily	
through	 Adam’s	 character.	 The	 RSC	 Podcast	 serves	 a	 similar	 purpose	 by	
condensing	 weighty	 topics	 and	 ideas	 into	 short	 episodes,	 usually	 lasting	










or	 an	 interview	 that’s	 interesting,	 but	 then	 I	 figured	 out	 that,	 no,	
people	want	one	consistent	thing	[in	a	single	episode].	So,	there	would	
then	 be	 some	 sort	 of	 theme	 that	 gives	 each	 episode	 its	 own	 raison	
d'être.130	
	
An	 episode	 of	 the	 RSC	 Podcast	 typically	 begins	 with	 an	 introduction	 by	








about	 current	 and	 forthcoming	 RSC	 products	 and	 events,	 including	
information	about	books,	dates	and	tours.	Afterwards	he	returns	to	the	second	
part	 of	 his	 interview,	which	 often	 concludes	with	 a	 jovial	 outtake	 from	 the	
conversation.	By	means	of	this	structure,	Tichenor	has	crafted	the	RSC	Podcast	
into	a	half-hour	blend	of	humour	and	information,	not	limited	to	Shakespeare	
but	expanded	 to	 include	a	wide	 range	of	 theatre,	 film	and	 literature,	whilst	
neatly	flexing	the	company’s	marketing	muscle	as	part	of	the	show.	
This	 evolution	 from	 a	 company	 which	 was	 primarily	 concerned	 with	












from	 radio	 itself,	 covered	 in	 both	 the	 RSC’s	 radio	 series	 and	 podcast	 also	
supports	 Greenhalgh’s	 suggestion	 that	 ‘much	 Shakespeare	 reference	 and	
production	also	acknowledges	the	radio	medium’s	ability	not	only	to	reflect	
upon	itself,	but	to	incorporate	and	critique	the	other	mass	media	of	publishing	
and	 cinema,	 and	 eventually	 television	 and	 the	 internet,	 as	 well	 as	 the	
technologies	of	 recorded	 sound	 themselves’.132	 Indeed,	 the	RSC	Podcast	 has	
enabled	the	company	to	document	the	development	of	ongoing	projects	in	a	
way	 that	 satisfies	 the	modern	 audience	member’s	 craving	 for	 updates	 and	
notifications.	Crucially,	the	inclusion	of	external	interviews	with	other	theatre-
makers,	such	as	Q	Brothers	and	the	creators	of	Potted	Potter,	has	provided	the	








it	 is	 impossible	 to	quantify	 Siegel’s	 exact	 significance	 to	 the	RSC’s	 audience	
figures,	it	is,	however,	plausible	that,	by	transmitting	to	the	American	public	
what	might	be	interpreted	as	an	audio	version	of	Complete	Works,	the	company	
was	 presented	 to	 potential	 audience	members	 who,	 having	 listened	 to	 the	
Radio	Show,	would	seek	their	onstage	performances.	It	also	encouraged	them	





further	 topics	 for	 reduction,	 such	 as	 the	 history	 of	 sports	 and	 comedy.	







Shakespeare’s	 Little	 Known	Trip	 to	America’	 from	which	 later	 ideas	would	
germinate	 in	 Long	 Lost,	 through	 the	 exploration	 of	 lost	 plays	 and	







the	 company	 to	 remain	 relevant	 and	 visible	 by	 delivering	 new	material	 to	
subscribers	 on	 a	 weekly	 basis	 via	 their	 ‘computer	 or	 tablet	 or	 phone’,134	
including	promotional	publicity	about	current	and	future	productions.	Thus,	
they	 ensure	 that	 the	 RSC	 remain	 readily	 available	 in	 their	 audience’s	
consciousness,	 a	 sustainable	 business	 model	 which	 continues	 to	 function,	
while	Tichenor’s	interviews	with	scholars,	artists	and	collaborators	keep	the	
RSC	concurrently	 in	 the	sightline	of	Shakespearean	academic	and	 theatrical	
communities.	
																																																								
134	 Tichenor	 opens	 each	 podcast	 episode	 with	 these	 words,	 greeting	 the	 listener	 with	 a	













Theatre	 in	 2016,	 the	 400th	 anniversary	 year	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 death.	 The	
original	 cast	 were	 its	 co-writers	 and	 directors,	 Reed	 Martin	 and	 Austin	
Tichenor	and	third	company	member,	Teddy	Spencer,	who	was	retained	after	
his	participation	in	the	2015	workshop	productions	of	the	play.1	It	was	directly	




then	speculated,	 ‘what	 if	we	 just	wrote	a	 lost	Shakespearean	manuscript?	 It	
could	 be	 his	 first	 play	 and	 a	 combination	 of	 all	 the	 plays.	 That	 idea	
snowballed’.4	Martin	explains	that	they	knew	Long	Lost	‘would	be	a	mash-up	
and	 then	we	were	 trying	 to	 figure	 out	 how	 it	would	 be	 abridged.	Maybe	 it	
would	contain	all	the	characters	and	at	least	an	allusion	to	every	single	play.	
Then	Shakespeare	figures	out	that	it’s	terrible	and	he	buries	it’.5	Indeed,	the	













literary	 history’.6	 This	 chapter	 presents	 my	 first-hand	 research	 on	 this	




practice	 and	 an	 example	 of	 twenty-first	 century	 Shakespearean	
commemoration.	
Firstly,	I	will	conduct	a	scene-by-scene	close	reading	of	Long	Lost.	This	
will	 involve	 analysis	 of	 how	 the	 play	 differs	 structurally	 from	 the	 Reduced	
Shakespeare	 Company	 (RSC)’s	 previous	 material,	 its	 similarities	 to	 and	
differences	 from	 Complete	 Works,	 the	 theme	 of	 magic,	 how	 it	 utilises	
Shakespeare	 quotations	 and	 its	 various	 character	 combinations.	 I	 will	 also	
define	how	and	why	the	writers	wove	together	skeins	of	lines,	speeches	and	
settings	 to	 construct	 collisions	across	Shakespeare’s	 canon	and	 create	 their	







RSC’s	 creation	 of	 an	 imaginary	 expanded	 universe	 for	 Shakespeare’s	
characters,	alongside	the	wider	importance	of	the	fan	fiction	genre	on	Martin	
and	Tichenor’s	intention	to	create	their	magical	homage.	Finally,	I	will	examine	


























































Tichenor	 explains	 that	 ‘like	 its	 use	 in	Henry	 V,	 this	 speech	 explains	 to	 the	
audience	what	is	going	to	happen	and	what	their	part	in	the	events	is	going	to	

































for	 recycling	 successful	 tropes,	 before	 taking	 ‘the	 liberty	 of	 condensing	
Shakespeare’s	 comedic	 diarrhea	 into	 a	 single,	 solid,	 well-formed	 lump	 of	
hilarity’.13	 In	Long	Lost,	 however,	 rather	 than	delivering	 a	brief	 lampoon	of	
Shakespeare’s	ability	as	a	‘formula	writer’,14	Martin	and	Tichenor	make	it	an	
essential	part	of	the	story.	The	fundamental	difference	between	this	play	and	
the	 RSC’s	 previous	 work	 is	 that,	 here,	 embedded	 in	 the	 plot	 device	 of	 the	
company’s	discovery	of	a	lost	Shakespearean	manuscript,	there	is	a	sustained,	
singular	 narrative,	which	 is	 driven	 by	 a	 Beatrice-and-Benedick-type	 ‘merry	























The	 Chorus	 character	 exits,	 and	 Austin	 immediately	 reappears	 as	 his	 RSC	
persona,	 together	 with	 Reed	 and	 Teddy,	 to	 present	 their	 ‘incredible	
discovery’17	 to	 the	 audience.	 This	 establishes	 the	 recurring	 metatheatrical	
conversations	 between	 the	 company	 members	 as	 the	 play’s	 secondary	
narrative.	The	fictional	premise	is	that	Reed,	Austin	and	Teddy,	whilst	on	tour	
in	 the	 entertainingly	 named	 ‘Titus	 Vandronicus’,18	 have	 found	 ‘the	 most	
important	literary	discovery	of	the	last	four	hundred	years’19	in	a	Leicester	car	












AUSTIN:	 Now,	 we	 have	 had	 this	 checked	 and	 verified.	 There	 are	 six	
surviving	 examples	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 handwriting.	 This	 is	
clearly	written	in	all	six	of	Shakespeare’s	hands.	
TEDDY:	 This	is	his	actual	handwriting!	
REED:	 And	 we	 took	 it	 to	 the	 Folger	 Shakespeare	 Library	 in	














By	 dismissing	 the	 FSL	 archives	 in	 this	 tongue-in-cheek	 manner	 and	
unhesitatingly	 acknowledging	 their	 manuscript	 as	 a	 fake,	 the	 RSC	
simultaneously	 signal	 their	 position	 as	 a	 comedy	 theatre	 troupe	 who	 had	
somehow	invaded	that	hallowed	academic	space,	while	lampooning	the	FSL’s	
status.21	Richard	Schoch	assesses	the	paradox	of	a	supposedly	irreverent	play	
appearing	 at	 the	 Folger,	 explaining	 that	 ‘the	 fact	 that	 a	 comic	 version	 of	
Shakespeare	is	being	performed	in	a	theater	that	shares	a	wall	with	the	world’s	
greatest	Shakespeare	collection	 tells	us	 that	we	are	 long	past	believing	 that	
parody	poses	a	 threat	 to	 the	Bard’s	genius’.22	Schoch’s	assessment	does	not	
suggest	 that	 the	RSC	have	abandoned	 their	 artistic	principles	or	decided	 to	
adopt	a	more	explicitly	reverential	approach	 towards	 their	source	material.	
Rather,	as	the	profile	and	capacity	of	the	venues	in	which	the	RSC	perform	have	
increased,	 their	 blend	 of	 parody	 and	homage	has	 inevitably	 attracted	high-
profile	 institutions,	 such	 as	 the	 FSL,	 whose	 motivations	 for	 researching,	
performing	or	preserving	Shakespeare,	may	not	fully	correlate	with	their	own.	
By	 choosing	Long	 Lost	 to	 be	 the	 theatrical	 centrepiece	 of	 their	 celebratory	
																																																								
20	Ibid,	pp.	3-4.	









concludes	 with	 Tichenor	 challenging	 Wolfe	 to	 explain	 how	 she	 would	 define	 their	
unauthenticated	manuscript,	to	which	she	replies:	‘a	forgery’.	
22	 Richard	 Schoch,	 ‘Reduced	 Shakespeare	 Company	 and	 the	 golden	 age	 of	 Shakespeare	
parodies’	in	Shakespeare	and	Beyond	<http://shakespeareandbeyond.folger.edu/2016/04/19	











unlike	 anything	 they	have	 in	 their	 collection’,	 the	RSC	 reveal	 ‘a	 list	 of	 titles	
Shakespeare	 was	 considering’.24	 These	 include	 the	 Shakespeare/Disney	
hybrid	‘One	Hundred	and	One	Venetians’,25	the	HBO	television	series	‘Game	of	












RSC’s	 Radio	 Show,	 in	 which	 Shakespeare	 is	 inspired	 to	 write	 his	 plays	 by	
watching	television.	In	particular,	the	company’s	joke	that	West	Side	Story	was	
one	of	the	original	names	for	a	Shakespeare	play	recycles	a	similar	quip	used	
on	air	 that	 ‘Romeo	and	 Juliet	 is	a	 total	rip	off	of	West	Side	Story’.28	This	also	
																																																								












establishes	 the	 RSC’s	 irreverent	 practice	 of	 treating	 the	 plays	 and	 their	
adaptations	as	being	interchangeable.	
The	 narrative	 of	 Long	 Lost	 focuses	 chiefly	 on	 Puck	 and	 Ariel,	 thus	
breaking	with	 the	company’s	 traditional	 spotlight	on	how	three	performers	
might	reduce	a	large	body	of	work,	as	they	did	in	Complete	Works.	Significantly,	
however,	this	scene	includes	one	of	the	play’s	few	arguments	about	how	best	
to	 stage	 their	 ‘literary	 discovery’.29	 A	 recurring	 question	 facing	Martin	 and	
Tichenor	after	the	announcement	of	their	return	to	the	RSC’s	inaugural	subject	
matter	 was	 how	 Long	 Lost	 might	 be	 compared	 to	 its	 record-breaking	



























something.	 In	 Long	 Lost,	 we	 were	 consciously	 trying	 to	 make	 it	 less	
vaudevillian’.32	This	 form	of	Shakespearean	reduction	can	thus	be	seen	as	a	
structural	 departure	 from	 the	 company’s	 sketches	 format	 to	 a	 continuous,	
autonomous	 storyline	 that	 engages	audiences	 in	 a	more	 traditionally	 linear	
sense.	 This	 results	 in	 a	 more	 direct	 focus	 on	 constructing	 an	 imagined	
Shakespearean	 narrative,	 with	 fewer	 scenes	 shared	 between	 the	 fictional	
versions	of	the	RSC	members	and	less	reliance	on	the	metatheatrical	onstage	
interventions	 that	 shape	 the	 plot	 development	 of	 Complete	 Works.	
Nevertheless,	Long	Lost	retains	its	predecessor’s	metatheatrical	struggle	of	a	
trio	 staging	 a	 vast	 body	 of	 work,	 and	 the	 consequent	 ideological	 conflict	


























Long	Lost,	 the	arguments	are	reduced	 to	a	series	of	short	 interludes,	 rather	
than	functioning	as	the	overarching	metanarrative	that	drives	the	themes	of	
conflict	and	resolution	in	Complete	Works.	Teddy	cuts	through	his	colleagues’	
squabble	 to	 readdress	 the	 problem	 of	 performing	 an	 enormous	 number	 of	
characters	with	 only	 three	 actors,	 telling	 Reed	 and	Austin	 that	 ‘[i]t	 doesn’t	
matter.	We’re	still	gonna	need	more	people’.34	Not	only	does	this	serve	as	an	
RSC	 in-joke,	 which	 will	 reward	 the	 company’s	 long-term	 patrons	 with	 an	
awareness	of	Reed	and	Austin’s	experience	in	relation	to	their	colleague,	but	it	
also	 deconstructs	 the	 onstage	 dynamic	 of	 a	 trio	 facing	 an	 apparently	
insurmountable	task.	This	is	designed	to	make	the	feat	even	more	impressive	
when	 it	 is	 eventually	 achieved	 and	 is	 rooted	 in	 the	 company’s	 tradition	 of	
whipping	 up	 an	 audience’s	 expectations	 by	 emphasising	 the	 scale	 of	 their	
theatrical	labours,	much	like	a	circus	ringmaster.		
















trios	 of	 both	 plays	 also	 differ	 in	 relation	 to	which	 characters	 are	 placed	 in	






‘academic’	 Jess	 and	 the	 ‘innocent’	 Adam,	 revolving	 around	 their	 respective	
ideological	views	about	Shakespeare	and	their	audience,	whereas,	in	Long	Lost,	
Austin	 the	 scholar	 and	 Reed	 the	 pragmatist	 are	 conflicted	 over	 how	 and	
whether	 to	 adapt	 or	 not	 to	 adapt.	 Teddy’s	 suggestion	 that	 they	 need	more	
performers	 provokes	 a	 melodramatic	 outburst	 from	 Austin,	 in	 which	 he	
interpolates	Henry	V’s	‘St.	Crispin’s	Day’	speech	into	the	context	of	theatrical	
performance,	 adapting	 the	 King’s	 address	 to	 his	 outnumbered	 troops,	 to	
convince	 his	 colleagues	 that	 they	 are	 capable	 of	 staging	 the	 manuscript	





















the	 speech	 to	 rouse	 his	 colleagues	 into	 action	 by	 equating	 the	RSC’s	 acting	











































character	 by	 putting	 ‘on	 short	 devil’s	 horns’,40	 which	 acknowledges	 the	
character’s	 diabolic	 presence	 and	 mischievous	 intentions.	 His	 first	 lines	
exemplify	Martin	and	Tichenor’s	process	of	adaptation,	and	the	accompanying	
stage	directions	establish	Puck	as	a	character	who,	unlike	the	Syracusans,	can	













an	 app	 to	 splice	 different	 lines	 and	 reduce	 them	 to	 snippets	 reflects	 ‘the	
increasingly	heterogeneous	and	fragmentary	presence	of	“Shakespeare”	in	the	
increasingly	 digitized	 and	 globalized	 mediascape	 of	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	


















mischief	 on?’	 (1.3.37).	 In	 Long	 Lost,	 this	 line	 is	 transformed	 into	 an	 early	
indication	 of	 Puck’s	 intentions	 towards	 Antipholus	 and	 Dromio,	 the	 first	
victims	of	his	magical	pranks.	This	recontextualisation	alters	the	line	from	the	
Machiavellian	scheming	of	an	antagonist	 into	the	playful	trickery	of	a	comic	
character,	 which	 generates	 thought-provoking	 observations	 about	 the	
intertextual	quality	and	possibilities	of	Shakespeare’s	work.	Indeed,	the	RSC’s	
fragmentation	 of	 Shakespeare	 serves	 to	 illustrate	 the	 fact	 that,	 throughout	




by	 Austin,	 offstage,	 summons	 him,	 thus	 establishing	 another	 important	
concept	in	Long	Lost:	the	master/servant	power	balance,	a	dynamic	that	might	
be	considered	as	analogous	to	the	author/adapter	relationship.	The	choice	of	




and	 allowing	 them	 to	 ‘run	 amok’46	 with	 their	 magical	 powers,	 the	 RSC	





from	 Love’s	 Labour’s	 Lost,	 before	 Reed	 enters,	 as	 himself,	 to	 prevent	 the	
























identity	 as	 a	 literary	 pedant,	 like	 Holofernes,	 and	 underscores	 the	 play’s	
‘anarchic,	improvisational	structure’,48	through	the	company’s	construction	of	
the	 illusion	that	 this	 is	 the	 first	 time	they	have	ever	attempted	to	stage	this	
manuscript.	 Matthew	 Pearson,	 who	 played	 Austin	 in	 the	 play’s	 UK	 tour,	
explains	 the	 RSC’s	 mock-extemporisation,	 and	 the	 audience’s	 participation	
within	this	charade,	in	terms	of	how	‘every	night	is	the	first	night	and	of	course	
the	audience	knows	that,	but	we	have	that	conceit	 that	 this	 is	 the	 first	 time	
we’ve	ever	tried	it,	we’re	going	to	try	and	do	it,	and	who	knows	how	it’s	going	
to	 go’.49	 Although	 this	 idea	 can	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 the	 onstage	 interactions	
between	 Daniel,	 Jess	 and	 Adam	 in	 Complete	 Works,	 the	 company	 have	
intensified	the	impression	of	improvisational	daring	in	Long	Lost	by	alluding	
to	 the	 other	 characters	 and	 scenes,	 which	 time	 will	 not	 permit	 them	 to	

















that	 were	 initially	 explored	 were	 the	 ‘pompous,	 annoying	 blabbermouths,	

































title	 of	 Othello.	 Here,	 Teddy’s	 mix-up	 over	 Shakespeare’s	 spirit	 and	 Walt	
Disney’s	 mermaid	 launches	 a	 recurring	 series	 of	 intertextual	 references	 to	
various	Disney	films	throughout	Long	Lost.	Tichenor	explains	that	the	RSC’s	
exploration	 and	 conflation	 of	 Shakespeare	 and	 Disney’s	 overlapping	
characters	 is	 ‘mostly	a	 comment	on	how	much	Shakespeare	has	permeated	
popular	culture	as	represented	by	Disney,	so	it	was	a	great	source	for	a	list	of	
























This	 extract	 exemplifies	 the	 RSC’s	 synthesis	 of	 different	 aspects	 of	
Shakespeare	 and	 Disney’s	 works.	 By	 beginning	 with	 the	 fairly	 secure	















for	 instance,	 relies	 on	 linking	 the	 surrogate	 father/son	 dynamic	 between	
Prince	Hal	and	Falstaff,	and	the	latter’s	physicality,	with	Mowgli	and	Baloo’s	





been	 imbibed	 by	 every	 facet	 of	 popular	 culture,	 particularly	 in	 creative	
universes	such	as	Disney,	which	continues	to	adapt	and	appropriate	myths	and	
fables	 as	 well	 as,	 more	 recently,	 recycling	 its	 own	 films	 into	 live-action	
remakes	 of	 animated	 classics	 such	 as	 Cinderella	 (2015),	 The	 Jungle	 Book	
(2016)	and	Beauty	and	the	Beast	(2017).		
Although	 the	 RSC	 knowingly	 mock	 the	 impulse	 to	 take	 the	 adjective	






correlation	 that	 Teddy	 draws	 between	 the	 playwright	 and	 Disney	makes	 a	
legitimate	 point	 about	 both	 the	 process	 of	 adaptation,	 and	 which	 stories	
survive	 and	 continue	 to	 flourish.	 The	 company	 stretch	 this	 comparison	 to	
breaking	point	by	using	examples	that	increasingly	deviate	from	the	legitimate	
Hamlet/The	 Lion	 King	 example,	 thereby	 parodying	 the	 suggestion	 that	 if	
Shakespeare	were	alive	today	he	would	be	a	crime	writer,	filmmaker,	rapper	
or	 any	 other	 contemporary	 form	 of	 artist,	 truisms	 often	 pedalled	 by	 fans,	
commentators	 and	 artists	 themselves	 in	 order	 to	 trade	 on	 Shakespeare’s	











or	 otherwise’.63	 In	 Long	 Lost,	 the	 RSC	 simultaneously	 harness	 these	 same	
stimuli	and	subvert	them	at	every	turn,	in	a	similar	way	to	the	Fractured	Fairy	





attempt	 to	 resist	 the	 so-called	 ‘Disneyfication’	 of	 the	 form’.64	 These,	 she	











female	 characters	 in	 marriage	 and	 the	 finding	 of	 their	 personal	 Prince	
Charming’.65	 In	 further	 considering	 Shrek	 and	 Into	 The	 Woods	 as	 notable	
examples	of	narratives	that	draw	on	characters	from	different	storylines	and	







he	 observes,	 reflecting	 that	 ‘the	 RSC	 felt	 like	 children’s	 theatre	 in	 the	 best	
possible	ways:	it’s	theatre	that	is	high	energy	and	engaging’.67	Eventually,	this	
became	 significant	 in	 the	writing	 of	Long	Lost	and	 the	decision	 to	 combine	
characters	from	different	plays.	Tichenor	notes	that	‘once	we	had	that	idea,	I	
flashed	 back	 to	 Into	 The	 Woods,	 this	 musical	 I	 wrote,	 and	 the	 children’s	
theatre’.68	Long	Lost,	therefore,	 typifies	 the	revisionist	approach	to	the	tales	
from	which	both	Shakespeare	and	Disney	borrow.	
The	 extended	 skit	 is	 staged	 in	 the	 improvised	 style	 to	 which	 RSC	























Teddy	 responds	 to	 each	 play	 name,	 thrown	 at	 him	 by	 Reed	 or	 Austin,	 by	
connecting	 it	 to	 a	 recognisable	 image	 (hunchbacks	 and	 cauldrons),	 or	 an	
uncomfortable	 taboo	 (lack	 of	 familiarity	 with	 King	 John	 or	 Pete’s	 Dragon),	




construct	 a	 series	 of	 jokes,	 designed	 to	 oppose	 and	 undermine	 the	
highbrow/lowbrow	cultural	divide,	and	then	execute	these	in	an	impromptu	
manner.		
Graham	 Holderness	 delineates	 the	 difference	 between	 ‘a	 study	 of	
“Shakespeare”,	 rather	 than	of	 Shakespeare	 […]	a	name	which	 […]	 is	merely	





contemporary	 example	 of	 how	 Shakespeare	 could,	 and	 perhaps	 should,	 be	


















Reed’s	 first	 remark	 is	 a	 return	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 Shakespeare	 as	 a	 thief,	 as	
evoked	 by	 Adam’s	 use	 of	 the	 invented	 compound	 ‘dis-stole’74	 in	 Complete	
Works.	Both	aim	to	debunk	the	notion	of	Shakespeare’s	originality	as	proof	of	
his	 literary	 genius	 and	 instead	 reframe	 the	 playwright	 as	 a	 magpie	 who	
pilfered	 existing	 stories	 and	 reworked	 them	 for	 profit.	 This	 exchange	 also	
addresses	another	of	 the	RSC’s	principal	 targets	 for	satire:	 the	Shakespeare	
heritage	 industry.	 Reed	 suggests	 that,	 with	 its	 abundance	 of	 tourists,	








or	 live	 out	 certain	 ideas	 or	 attitudes,	 particularly	 ideas	 and	 attitudes	 about	
authorship	and	art’75	and	the	‘Shakespeare’	of	Long	Lost	is	an	apt	example.	The	
RSC	 build	 their	 particular	 image	 of	 the	 playwright	 as	 one	who	 envisaged	 a	
franchise	of	characters,	drawing	frequent	allusions	to	Disney	and	suggesting	
that	‘Walt	Disney	was	the	modern-day	Shakespeare’.76	This	scene	delivers	the	
basic	 joke	concerning	Teddy’s	obsession	with	Disney	 films	and	his	quest	 to	











than	 as	 the	 exalted	 Bard	 of	 Avon,	 nonetheless,	 he,	 like	 Disney	 and	 the	
entertainment	empire	to	which	he	gave	his	name,	also	ruthlessly	exploited	the	
narratives	and	cultural	material	available	to	him.	
This	 section	of	 the	 scene	 ends	with	Austin	 remaining	unconvinced	by	
Teddy’s	argument,	reasoning	that,	whether	or	not	Shakespeare	and	Disney’s	
work	can	legitimately	be	compared,	‘Shakespeare’s	Ariel	is	not	a	mermaid’.77	
Teddy	 admits	 that	 he	 ‘can’t	 walk	 in	 this	 anyway’78	 and	 leaves	 the	 stage	 to	
change,	 re-entering	 as	 Ariel,	 but	 with	 his	 tail	 removed.	 What	 follows	































fairy,	 with	 Ariel’s	 opening	 lines	 to	 Prospero	 in	 Tempest,	 Leonato’s	 remark	
about	Benedick	and	Beatrice’s	shared	past	in	Much	Ado’s	first	scene,	and	a	song	
from	The	Little	Mermaid.	In	doing	so,	it	establishes	the	primary	narrative	and	
structural	 touchstones	 for	 Long	 Lost:	 the	 themes	 of	 magic	 and	 mischief	
prevalent	 within	 Dream	 and	 Tempest,	 the	 unexplained	 conflict	 that	 drives	
Much	Ado,	and	frequent	intertextual	references	to	popular	culture,	with	Disney	
uppermost	 amongst	 these.	 Martin	 has	 stated	 that	 the	 significance	 of	 these	
three	particular	plays	may	be	because	‘they’re	hardly	in	Complete	Works’80	and	
also	 because,	 by	 casting	 Puck	 and	 Ariel	 as	 the	 chief	 protagonists	 and	 plot	
devices	of	Long	Lost,	they	were	able	to	address	the	problem	of	‘how	we	would	
explain	all	these	characters.	A	magical	war	seemed	like	the	perfect	solution’.81		
Tichenor	 has	 also	 reflected	 that	 he	 and	 Martin	 were	 ‘conscious	 to	
showcase	the	many	Shakespearean	characters	not	featured	in	the	RSC’s	first	




alike	 have	 shaped	 this,	 and	 their	 conclusion	 that	 their	work	 should	 enable	
















this	 produces	 a	 heteronormative	 reading	 of	 these	 characters	 and	 their	




character’s	 gender	 fluidity,	 as	 seen	 in	 Ben	 Whishaw’s	 performance	 as	 an	
androgynous	Ariel	in	Julie	Taymor’s	2010	film.	However,	such	a	reading	would	
fail	to	recognise	the	RSC’s	own	history	of	both	cross-casting	and	cross-dressing	
as	 key	 ingredients	 of	 their	 comedy.	 It	 would	 also	 disregard	 Martin	 and	
Tichenor’s	preface	 to	 the	play’s	published	edition,	 in	which	 they	encourage	
future	performers	to	cast	multiple	men	or	women	in	their	own	productions:		
	








decision	 reinforces	 the	 RSC’s	 brand	 as	 an	 all-male	 entity,	 but	 Martin	 and	
Tichenor’s	advocacy	for	flexible	adaptation	poses	interesting	questions	as	to	
how	the	play	might	evolve	in	future	non-RSC	iterations	of	Long	Lost.	Although	
the	play	ostensibly	re-invents	Ariel	as	a	 female	protagonist,	 the	character	 is	
male	 in	 Shakespeare’s	 The	 Tempest,	 the	 pronoun	 ‘his’	 being	 used	 twice	 in	
relation	to	Ariel.84	Also,	this	new	version	is	based	on	a	Disney	character	who	










male,	 against	Ariel,	 also	 played	by	 a	male	 actor.	 This	 is	 exacerbated	by	 the	
inclusion	of	a	princess	who	chooses	to	sacrifice	her	greatest	gift	solely	in	order	
to	win	the	love	of	a	man.	Moreover,	Martin	and	Tichenor	chose	not	to	cast	a	
woman	 in	 this	 role,	 but	 retained	 instead	 the	 conceit	 of	 a	man	dressed	 as	 a	
woman;	a	common	thread	throughout	their	productions	which	can	be	traced	
back	to	the	Adam	character.	Long	Lost’s	script	never	specifies	whether	or	not	
the	 RSC’s	 Ariel	 is	 definitively	 female	 which,	 while	 allowing	 it	 to	 remain	




























suggesting	 that	 the	 RSC	 have	 a	 clear	 plan	 of	 how	 to	 cultivate	 Long	 Lost’s	
continued	 life	 in	 performance.	 Moreover,	 by	 positioning	 Puck	 and	 Ariel’s	




a	 metatheatrical	 structure	 based	 on	 the	 founding	 members’	 personal	
experience	of	reducing	Shakespeare	for	the	1987	Edinburgh	Fringe,	and	one	




The	 premise	 for	 their	 magical	 duel	 is	 based	 on	 Benedick	 and	 Beatrice’s	
ambiguous	 division	 and	 mutual	 dislike,	 which	 Shakespeare	 never	 fully	
explains,	and,	moreover,	suggests	to	the	audience	that	their	affection	will	be	
rekindled	by	 the	end	of	 the	play,	as	 in	Much	Ado.	These	 two	magical	beings	
conjure	 a	 series	 of	 characters	 from	 diverse	 Shakespeare	 plays	 in	 various	
combinations,	such	as	Dromio	and	Juliet	and	Lear	and	Macbeth’s	Witches.	As	a	
means	of	demonstrating	 their	own	magical	 superiority	over	 the	other,	both	
Puck	 and	 Ariel	 attempt	 to	 manipulate	 each	 character	 in	 turn.	 In	 the	 play,	





fixated	on	 the	 things	 that	 all	 seventeen-year	 olds	 are	 fixated	on:	
magic	and	sex.	So,	the	magic	becomes	a	metaphor	for	the	sex	you	





















if	 Hamlet	 and	 Othello	 switched	 plays	 they’d	 both	 be	 radically	
different.	Desdemona	would	still	be	alive,	and	Claudius	would	be	
dead	 in	 five	 minutes.	 It’s	 playing	 with	 things	 like	 what	 would	













91	 Examples	 include	Captain	 America:	 Civil	War	 (2016)	 and	Batman	 v	 Superman:	 Dawn	 of	
Justice	(2016),	both	released	in	the	same	year	as	Long	Lost.	

















witnessing	 these	 encounters,	 an	 impulse	 that	 is	 rooted	 in	 fan-fiction,	 by	












The	 second	 directly	 quotes	 Hamlet’s	 final	 lines	 of	 his	 ‘To	 be	 or	 not	 to	 be’	
(3.1.58)	soliloquy,	only	replacing	the	word	‘Nymph’	(3.1.91)	used	to	describe	
Ophelia,	 with	 ‘good	 lady’.	 However,	 as	 the	 scene	 progresses,	 it	 becomes	
increasingly	clear	that,	although	Lady	Macbeth	has	been	introduced	by	Ariel	to	
combat	Hamlet’s	state	of	inertia,	this	scene	has	more	to	do	with	Macbeth	and	






























humour	 which	 renders	 the	 encounter	 simultaneously	 more	 family-friendly	
and	suggestive,	playing	on	the	sexual	innuendo	of	‘the	sticking	place’.	In	initial	
productions,	 this	 was	 made	 more	 obvious	 by	 Martin,	 as	 Lady	 Macbeth,	
grabbing	 Tichenor’s	 Hamlet	 by	 the	 crotch,	 thus	 underlining	 the	 process	 of	
emasculation.	 However,	 during	 their	 Off-Broadway	 run	 at	 the	 New	 Victory	
Theater	in	March	2018,	the	company	decided	to	change	this	to	the	less	explicit	
action	of	a	nipple	tweak	for	the	families	and	school	groups	who	attended	their	
matinee	 shows.	Martin	 and	 Tichenor	 found	 that	 this	 drew	 a	more	 positive	
reaction	 from	 audience	 members	 and	 decided	 to	 change	 their	 script	
accordingly.	
By	 beginning	 with	 a	 mash-up	 that	 unites	 two	 well-known	 characters	






Martin	 suggests	 that	 Hamlet	 has	 been	 especially	 ‘ripe	 for	 parody’102	 and	
remains	a	continued	source	of	fascination	for	the	company	because	‘it’s	a	great	
target.	Hamlet	 is	 so	well	 known	 that	 you	 don’t	 have	 to	 explain	 it	 […]	with	
Hamlet	there’s	enough	cultural	familiarity	that	you	don’t	have	to	do	that	very	
much’.103	This	is	why	certain	characters	in	Long	Lost,	such	as	Hamlet	and	Lady	








black	 waistcoat	 and	 breeches,	 worn	 with	 a	 loose-fitting	 white	 shirt	 are	
reminiscent	of	Derek	Jacobi’s	appearance	as	Hamlet	 in	the	BBC	Shakespeare	
film	 (1980).104	 Reed’s	 Lady	Macbeth	 costume	 consists	 of	 a	 long,	 patterned,	










Figure	 4.1	Reed	Martin	 as	 Lady	Macbeth	 and	 Austin	 Tichenor	 as	 Hamlet	 in	William	




















































the	 audience’s	 knowledge	 of	 Shakespeare	 is	 used	 precisely	 to	
subvert	 his	 cultural	 authority:	 the	 sketch’s	 depiction	 of	
Shakespeare	 as	 pretentious	 and	 overly	 verbose	 and	 his	 money-
minded	 agent	 as	 the	 true	 author	 of	 Hamlet’s	 most	 famous	 line,	




Lost,	while	Austin,	who	also	plays	Shakespeare	 later	 in	 the	play,	 is	cast	as	a	
textual	 purist,	 who	 would	 prefer	 an	 unabridged	 dramatisation	 of	 the	
manuscript.	He	advocates	this	without	realising	that	it	would	be	impractical	to	
perform	 and	 impossible	 for	 the	 audience	 to	watch,	 given	 that,	 as	 Reed	 has	
already	warned	him,	‘uncut	this	thing	is	over	a	hundred	hours	long’.111	Curtis	




expectations’113	 and	 stage	 a	 debate	 between	 two	 ideologically	 opposed	

















































duo’s	 constant	 verbal	 skirmishes	 about	 whether	 they	 should	 be	 faithful	 to	
Shakespeare’s	 manuscript	 reinforces	 the	 question	 of	 authority	 throughout	









gold	 in	Falstaff’s	hands’,120	 the	Fat	Knight	 reacts	by	 running	away	with	 this	
unexpected	 prize,	 rather	 than	 paying	 his	 hostess,	 Mistress	 Quickly.	 The	
interaction	between	Falstaff	and	Quickly	appropriates	quotations	from	both	







FALSTAFF	 /	 AUSTIN:	 No,	 my	 good	 lady,	 banish	 Caesar,	 banish	
Prince	 Hal,	 but	 for	 sweet	 Jack	 Falstaff,	 kind	 Jack	 Falstaff—	
(Struggling	to	his	knees)		









This	 recontextualises	 the	 culmination	 of	 Prince	 Hal	 and	 Falstaff’s	
metatheatrical	exchange	in	1	Henry	IV	4.2,	when	the	future	king	rehearses	his	





Staging	 this	 conversation	 exclusively	 between	 Falstaff	 and	 Quickly,	
without	 the	 other	 Eastcheap	 characters,	 allows	 for	 greater	 focus	 on	 this	
relationship,	 which	 is	 secondary	 to	 Falstaff	 and	 Hal’s	 interaction	 in	
Shakespeare’s	plays.	Tichenor	has	suggested	that	this	 is	driven	by	the	same	




























conjuring	 Juliet	onstage,	 then	proceeds	to	 infect	her	with	 the	 love	 juice	of	a	
purple	 flower.	The	RSC	exploit	 the	 rhyming	nature	of	Dromio	and	Romeo’s	














One	 of	 this	 scene’s	most	 intriguing	 revisions	 is	 to	 take	 Romeo’s	 desire	 for	
























falling	 in	 love	with	 the	 first	person	she	sees,	 the	RSC	parody	Shakespeare’s	
coup	 de	 foudre	 construct	 of	 the	 lovers	 in	R&J	 by	 conflating	 it	with	Dream’s	
central	dramatic	device	between	Bottom	and	Titania.	
Juliet	pursues	the	terrified	Dromio	offstage	and	Puck	gleefully	addresses	
the	 audience,	 appropriating	 the	 Chorus’s	 concluding	 couplet	 in	R&J:	 ‘Never	



























































































and,	 through	 the	 shared	 imagery	 of	 ‘pricks’,	 ‘stings’	 and	 ‘wasps’,	 create	 an	
associative	link	from	the	hybrid	exchange	between	Richard	and	Beatrice	into	
a	line-for-line	delivery	of	Petruchio	and	Katharina’s	fiery	first	encounter.	The	
pragmatism	 involved	 in	 pulling	 quotations	 from	 Shakespeare’s	 canon	 and	
reassigning	 them	 across	 new	 work	 evokes	 American	 playwright	 Charles	
Marowitz’s	 approach	 in	 his	 condensed,	 collage	 versions	 of	The	Merchant	 of	
Venice,	Macbeth,	Hamlet,	 Shrew,	 and	Measure	 for	 Measure	 and	 the	 reasons	
which	he	gives	for	this:	
	
The	 question	 is	 not,	 as	 is	 so	 often	 put,	 what	 is	 wrong	 with	
Shakespeare	that	we	have	to	meddle	with	his	works,	but	what	is	
wrong	 with	 us	 that	 we	 are	 content	 to	 endure	 the	 diminishing	
returns	of	conventional	dramatic	reiteration;	that	we	are	prepared	
to	 go	 to	 the	 theatre	 and	pretend	 that	what	dulls	 our	minds	 and	
comforts	 our	 world-view	 is,	 by	 dint	 of	 such	 reassurances,	
culturally	uplifting;	not	to	realise	that	there	is	nothing	so	insidious	
as	art	that	perpetuates	the	illusion	that	some	kind	of	eternal	truth	
is	 enshrined	 in	 a	 time-space	 continuum	 called	 ‘a	 classic’;	 not	 to	




Martin	 and	 Tichenor	 share	 Marowitz’s	 distaste	 for	 ‘conventional	 dramatic	
reiteration’,	although	in	a	less	formal	way	and,	in	the	case	of	Long	Lost,	retain	
Shakespeare’s	 original	 text	 through	excavation	where	possible,	 but	without	
becoming	 slaves	 to	 the	 original.	 Tichenor	 acknowledges	 the	 appeal	 of	
integrating	 Shakespearean	 tropes	 and	 character	 archetypes	when	 he	 notes	
that	 ‘the	thing	most	 interesting	 for	me	was	that	Shakespeare	uses	the	same	
types	 of	 characters	 over	 and	 over	 […]	 from	 play	 to	 play	 […]	 performing	 a	
different	function	and	sometimes	that	character’s	in	a	tragedy	and	sometimes	
																																																								






the	 company’s	 process	 of	 adaptation	 might	 best	 be	 described	 as	 one	 of	
bricolage,	meaning	 a	 ‘construction	 or	 […]	 creation	 from	 a	 diverse	 range	 of	
materials	or	sources’.132	The	patchwork	concept	thus	provides	a	further	link	
back	 to	 Complete	 Works,	 given	 that	 it	 comments	 on	 another	 example	 of	
Shakespeare’s	 ability	 as	 ‘a	 formula	 writer’,133	 and	 compresses	 the	 many	
conversations	 between	 warring	 lovers	 into	 a	 single	 scene,	 much	 as	 the	

















he	 suddenly	 stops	 playing,	 the	 lights	 go	 to	 blackout,	 and	 a	 profile-spot	

















which	 invitation,	 immediately	 following	 Richard’s	 musical	 act,	 is	 clearly	
intended	 to	 steer	 the	 audience	 towards	 this	 correlation	 between	
































































challenger.	 Equally,	 Hamlet	 represents	 a	 more	 confident	 and	 headstrong	
























to	appear	a	 jerk,	/	This	play	within	a	play’s	not	gonna	work’.145	 In	order	 to	











appropriate	 casting	 decisions	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 their	
identities	 as	 RSC	 members	 within	 Long	 Lost.	 Hamlet/Austin	
stands	 for	 the	 frustrated	 intellectual	 attempting	 to	 direct	 a	
performance	and	impose	his	academic	opinions	on	the	actors.	
In	 contrast,	 Reed/Bottom	 is	 representative	 of	 the	 less	
traditional,	 more	 practical,	 clownish	 performance	 enthusiast.	
Finally,	Teddy/Viola	 is	a	cross-dressing	 innocent,	oblivious	to	
the	 ideological	 clash	 between	 his	 two	 colleagues.	 The	
disagreement	between	Reed	and	Austin	over	how	best	to	stage	
the	manuscript	is	thus	optimised	in	this	fusion	of	the	two	most	
well-known	 examples	 of	 performance	 discussion	 from	
Shakespeare’s	canon.	
2. In	the	context	of	his	instructions	to	the	company,	Bottom	and	
Viola	 represent	 the	 players	 from	 Hamlet’s	 perspective.	 The	




here	 stands	 for	 Quince,	 attempting	 to	 push	 the	 rehearsal	
forward.	





conceal	 Viola	 and	 keep	 her	 women’s	 clothes.	 By	 extension,	
Hamlet	might	be	viewed	as	 an	Orsino	 surrogate,	 as	 the	 royal	




leave	 the	 scene	 and	 Puck	 reintroduces	 the	 lovesick	Richard	 III,	who	 is	 still	
		
	 	 198	














Richard	 thus	 represents	 Duke	 Orsino,	 for	 Viola,	 while	 he	 instructs	 her	 to	 woo	
Beatrice	in	the	mode	of	Olivia	in	Twelfth	Night.	This	shift	from	Hamlet	and	Bottom’s	




































Scene	 11	 is	 another	 brief	 interjection,	 in	 which	 Austin	 enters	 carrying	 the	
manuscript	and	explains	to	the	audience	that	
	
[…]	another	 thing	 I	 love	about	Shakespeare’s	 first	play	 is	 that	he	
gives	some	of	his	 smaller	more	crowd-pleasing	characters	 larger	
more	prominent	roles.	So	with	that	in	mind,	we	take	you	now	to	Act	































revenged	on	Ariel	 for	 this	act	of	 sorcerous	sabotage	 is	a	matter	of	personal	
pride.	 By	 introducing	 additional	 competitors	 into	 the	 play’s	 magical	 war,	
Martin	and	Tichenor	further	intensify	this	strand	of	the	narrative	at	a	crucial	
moment	prior	to	the	 first	act’s	climax.	Tichenor	reveals	 that,	when	deciding	
how	to	structure	Long	Lost,	 it	was	 the	Witches,	 rather	 than	 the	 fairies,	who	





Then,	 as	 things	 progress,	 and	 Lady	 Macbeth	 is	 drawn	 in,	 the	
Witches	think	they’ve	got	a	stake	in	this	war	and	that	they’re	more	
powerful	 than	 Puck	 and	 Ariel.	 Then	 the	 two	 fairies	 realise	 that	








Also,	 by	making	 them	more	 visible	 than	 in	Macbeth,	 the	 RSC	 diminish	 the	
Witches’	threatening	presence,	thus	rendering	them	more	effective	as	a	vehicle	
for	comedy	rather	than	horror,	and	giving	rise	to	such	smutty	word-play	as	‘I	















Potter	anti-Dementor	 spell	 and	 the	Wicked	Witch	 of	 the	West’s	warning	 to	
Dorothy	at	the	conclusion	of	the	1939	film	The	Wizard	of	Oz.	In	so	doing,	the	
RSC	endow	the	Witches	with	comic	appeal,	 rendering	 them	 less	mysterious	
























resemble	 the	 crones	 of	 Long	 Lost.	 Both	 these	 representations	 of	Macbeth’s	
Witches	strongly	evoke	the	Evil	Queen	in	Disney’s	Snow	White	and	the	Seven	
Dwarves	(1937),	who	appears	disguised	as	a	hooded	old	woman	with	bulging	













































Figure	4.2	 [top]:	Snow	White’s	Evil	Queen	disguised	 as	 a	witch.	 Copyright	
Walt	 Disney	 Corporation;	 Amanda	 Lawrence	 as	 Doomfinger	 in	 ‘The	













episode,	 the	 playwright	 announces	 onstage	 to	 an	 audience	 who	 have	 just	
watched	 Love’s	 Labour’s	 Lost	 that	 he	 will	 present	 them	 with	 a	 sequel	 the	








Lost,	 although	 their	 focus	 is	 on	 a	 handwritten	 manuscript	 rather	 than	 the	
speculative	existence	of	a	specific	text.	However,	the	creative	impulse	towards	
filling	in	the	blanks	of	their	audiences’	understanding	of	who	Shakespeare	was,	
and	 what	 the	 plays	 convey	 about	 their	 author,	 bears	 comparison.	 Lanier	
suggests	 that	 ‘[f]ictionalized	 biography	 of	 Shakespeare	 supplies	 what	 the	
historical	record	does	not	or	cannot	offer	(or	even	actively	contradicts),	 the	
inner	workings	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 emotional	 psychology	 or	 intellect’.163	 ‘The	
Shakespeare	Code’	and	Long	Lost	can,	therefore,	both	be	defined	as	examples	























more	 contemporary	 sounding	 phrase,	 employing	 the	 informal	 American	








as	 a	 conflated	 version	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 shipwreck	 and	 storm	 scenes,	
delivering	on	the	Chorus’s	promise	at	the	beginning	of	the	play.	The	company	
use	vaudevillian	techniques	to	take	the	audience	on	a	tour	of	these	different	
moments,	 presenting	 a	melange	 of	 Shakespeare	 and	 pop	 culture	 reference,	
such	as	Teddy	singing	Miranda’s	line	‘Oh	brave	new	world’166	to	the	tune	of	the	
Aladdin	 (1992)	 song	 ‘A	 Whole	 New	 World’.	 Each	 character	 from	 Act	 1	 is	







transformed	 within	 this	 maritime	 context:	 Hamlet	 cries	 ‘To	 drown	 or	 not	
drown,	 that	 is	 the	 question’167	 and	 Richard	 splutters	 ‘A	 boat!	 A	 boat!	 My	
kingdom	for	a	boat!’.168	The	sequence	also	 features	an	example	of	 the	RSC’s	







audience	 with	 water	 pistols,	 instructing	 them	 to	 fire	 at	 the	 stage,	 before	
revealing	‘larger	squirt	canons’170	and	turning	these	on	the	audience.	Thus,	Act	





The	 second	 act	 begins	 by	 reintroducing	 Austin	 as	 the	 Chorus,	 who	 again	
appears	as	a	‘cloaked	hooded	figure’,171	and	speaks	directly	to	the	audience.	He	
updates	them	on	the	fate	of	the	play’s	characters	after	the	climactic	tempest	
prior	 to	 the	 interval	and	explains	 that	 ‘[b]oth	 the	evils	and	 the	goods	/	Are	
thrown	together	in	these	self-same	woods’.172	In	contrast	to	the	prologue,	this	
speech	 comprises	 twelve	 rhyming	 couplets,	 includes	 fewer	 quotations	 and,	
instead	 of	 mimicking	 a	 Shakespearean	 Chorus	 through	 references	 to	 well-












play:	 ‘in	the	name	of	Time’173	and	 ‘I	 turn	my	glass’,174	signalling	to	audience	
members	 familiar	 with	The	Winter’s	 Tale	 that	 Austin’s	 mysterious	 speaker	
represents	the	figure	of	Time,	in	addition	to	his	choric	role,	which	has	wider	
significance	 later	 in	 the	 play,	 when	 the	 character	 is	 finally	 revealed	 to	 be	
Shakespeare.	
The	reference	here	to	Time’s	‘glass’	also	indicates	that	‘the	first	half	of	the	
play	 is	 over	 and	 the	 second	 can	 begin’.175	 John	 Pitcher	 explains	 that	 ‘[t]he	
gesture,	 conventional	 enough	 to	 modern	 eyes,	 alerted	 early	 audiences	 to	
something	unusual.	In	the	second	“hour”	of	the	play,	they	would	see	the	social	
order	turned	upside	down	[…]	and	human	reason	itself	overthrown’.176	In	The	
Winter’s	Tale,	Time’s	 speech	 foregrounds	 the	 tonal	and	geographical	 switch	
from	the	 intense	psychological	drama	of	 the	Sicilian	court	 to	the	humorous,	
bawdy	and	pastoral	setting	of	Bohemia.	Directors	of	the	play	commonly	choose	
to	place	 the	 interval	between	3.3	and	4.1	 for	precisely	 this	 reason.	Austin’s	
Chorus	reverses	this	convention	by	telling	the	audience	that	‘[w]hat	was	silly	
and	slightly	mysterious	/	Now	is	mortal	and	mighty	serious’.177	He	also	warns	
the	 audience	 that,	 as	 in	 The	 Winter’s	 Tale,	 the	 established	 hierarchy	 of	
characters	is	about	to	be	undermined	within	the	shared	setting	of	‘these	self-





















Pitcher	 lists	 some	of	 the	 reversals	 that	 take	place	 in	 the	 second	half	 of	The	
Winter’s	Tale,	 including	how	 ‘a	prince	would	become	a	 shepherd,	 a	 rogue	a	
courtier,	a	clown	a	gentleman’.180	Those	that	follow	in	Long	Lost’s	second	act	
follow	 a	 similar	 pattern,	 offering	 a	 number	 of	 alternative	 endings	 for	





The	RSC	mirror	 the	 structure	of	 the	 first	 act	 by	 following	 this	 introductory	
soliloquy	with	a	scene	 in	which	the	company	members	are	reintroduced.	 In	
addition	 to	 reminders	 to	 the	 audience	 about	 the	 continuing	 activities	 of	
various	 characters,	 including	 Richard	 III,	 Falstaff	 and	Dromio,	 the	 RSC	 also	
introduce	a	hybrid	villain	into	the	mix	when	Austin	informs	the	audience	that	




the	mysterious	Forest	of	Ardenbirnam’.183	This	 scene	 is	noteworthy	 for	 the	
way	 in	 which	 it	 builds	 the	 RSC’s	 marketing	 campaign	 directly	 into	 their	
performance	in	a	manner	that	recalls	their	Renaissance	fair	origins,	and	is	a	
common	 technique	 used	 at	 festivals	 such	 as	 the	 Edinburgh	 Fringe.	 It	 is	






of	 Shakespeare	 (North	 Charleston,	 South	 Carolina:	 CreateSpace	 Independent	 Publishing	
Platform,	2015),	Claudia	Durst	Johnson	and	Henry	E.	Jacobs	describe	that,	in	William	Brough’s	
1856	 musical	 travesty	 Perdita;	 Or,	 The	 Royal	 Milkmaid.	 Being	 The	 Legend	 Upon	 Which	











Here,	 Reed	 not	 only	 capitalises	 on	 the	 opportunity	 to	 plug	 the	 company’s	
product	in	traditional	salesman	style,	but	also	turns	the	request	into	a	parodic	
comment	on	the	ever-changing	tides	of	social	media,	by	recommending	those	




In	 Scene	 22,	 the	 RSC	 explore	 Puck	 and	 Ariel’s	 backstory	 in	 more	 detail,	
revealing	 to	 the	audience	 that	 room	 for	 reconciliation	may	exist.	The	 scene	
begins	 with	 the	 fairies	 blaming	 each	 other	 for	 the	 chaos	 wrought	 by	 the	
tempest	and	resolving	to	work	together	to	restore	order.	This	is	undercut	by	


























as	 the	 fairies	 manipulate	 two	 pairs	 of	 characters.	 Firstly,	 Ariel	 conjures	
Cleopatra	and	Bottom	onstage,	 in	an	 interaction	where	 ‘the	Egypt	Queen’187	
stands	for	Dream’s	fairy	queen,	Titania.	Puck,	meanwhile,	undermines	Ariel	by	































not	 sure	 all	 audiences	 share.	 I’m	 not	 even	 sure	 if	 it’s	 an	 understanding	 of	
Richard	 II	 or	 an	 understanding	 of	 how	 he	 is	 frequently	 played’.191	
Consequently,	 the	 depiction	 of	 Richard	 II	 as	 repressed	 or	 explicitly	
homosexual,	while	to	some	extent	a	generalisation,	responds	to	depictions	of	
the	 character	 by	 actors	 in	 recent	 high-profile	 productions.192	 This	 is	 a	 less	
prominent	 example	 than	 the	 hunchback	 king,	 the	 image	 widely	 associated	
with	Richard	III,	despite	his	remains	proving	that	he	suffered	from	scoliosis,	a	
condition	 that	causes	curvature	of	 the	spine,	but	which	does	not	result	 in	a	
hunchback.	Tichenor’s	 account	of	 the	 imagined	union	between	Richard	and	










Long	 Lost,	 developing	 further	 the	 play’s	 exploration	 of	 magic	 throughout	
Shakespeare’s	 canon.	 In	 a	 comic	 moment	 of	 recognition	 that	 could	 be	





192	 Examples	 of	 this	 include	 Ben	 Whishaw’s	 performance	 in	 Rupert	 Goold’s	 2012	 film	























counteracted	by	an	 intertextual	 joke	when	the	Third	Witch	reveals	 that	her	
name	is	 ‘Sycorax’,199	the	name	of	Caliban’s	unseen	witch	mother	in	Tempest.	























In	 Scene	 26,	 the	 company	 build	 on	 their	 development	 of	 Juliet’s	 character,	
introducing	an	element	into	the	play	derived	from	slash	fiction,	a	subgenre	of	
























traditional	 image	 of	 Juliet	 as	 Shakespeare’s	 beautiful	 young	 heroine,	 to	 her	
satirical	reality	as	a	hormonal,	sexually	immature	teenager,	waywardly	falling	







construed	 as	 confidantes	 or	 instructors,	 akin	 to	 R&J’s	 Nurse	 character.	
However,	in	performance,	Reed	and	Teddy	play	it	as	a	love	scene	between	the	
two	 older	 women,	 which	 Tichenor	 explains	 developed	 in	 rehearsal	 when	












In	 the	 2015	 development	 version	 of	 their	 script	 for	 Long	 Lost,	 the	 scene	






















motivations	 for	 subsequent	 performers.	 By	 making	 the	 mutual	 attraction	













Martin	 and	 Tichenor	 were	 able	 to	 create	 in	 Long	 Lost	 a	 play	 with	 greater	
balance	as	well	as	increased	capacity	for	subsequent	interpretation.		
While	the	importance	of	these	amateur	productions	in	relation	to	Long	
Lost’s	 development	 is	 noteworthy,	 creative	 collisions,	 such	 as	 Kate	 and	
Beatrice’s	romance,	are	also	founded	in	the	RSC’s	core	principles:	the	creation	
of	Shakespeare-based	doggerel,	the	debunking	of	myths	about	his	work,	and	
their	 fascination	with	 its	 adaptation,	 a	 creative	 impulse	 rooted	 in	 the	 Latin	
derivation	of	the	word:	‘to	make	fit’.	For	instance,	Tichenor,	discussing	Scene	
26,	rationalises	that	‘of	course	they’re	going	to	be	attracted	to	each	other	and	
why	wouldn’t	 they?	They’re	so	specific	 in	 their	own	plays	about	how	much	
they	 hate	 men’.206	 Across	 Shakespeare’s	 comedies,	 many	 strong-willed	









the	 RSC,	 through	 the	 process	 of	 adaptation,	 adjust	 this	 to	 find	 balance	 and	
equality	 between	 two	women.	Moreover,	 the	 scene	 imagines	 an	 alternative	























This	continues	until	 the	two	women	are	satisfied	that	 Juliet	 is	able	to	 insult	
men	successfully,	after	which	Beatrice	declares	that	‘I	come	to	marry	Kate,	not	















of	whom	 complain	 about	 their	marriages.	 Their	 common	 complaint	 is	 that	












they	do	not	 have	 time	 for	Austin	 to	 deliver	 details	 such	 as	 first	 draft	 stage	
directions.	 Both	 remain	 dressed	 in	 their	 costumes	 as	 Juliet	 and	 the	 Bear	
throughout	 this	 exchange,	 suggesting	 that	 the	 divide	 between	 actor	 and	





Puritan	 lieutenant—Malvoliago’,212	 an	 instruction	 that	 establishes	 this	
composite	 character	 as	 a	 pantomime	 villain.	 As	 his	 name	 and	 description	
suggest,	he	represents	Twelfth	Night’s	puritan	steward,	Malvolio,	and	Othello’s	
















In	 a	 further	 reversal	 of	 Iago’s	 role	 in	 Othello,	 this	 scene	 depicts	
Malvoliago	 as	 the	 subject	 of	 the	 Witches’	 manipulation,	 coercing	 him	 into	
killing	 Ariel	 and,	 in	 return,	 promising	 to	 help	 him	 to	 ‘achieve	 ultimate	
power’.215	After	handing	him	an	‘ancient	pistol’,216	in	reference	to	the	Henry	V	
character,	 they	 tell	Malvoliago	 that	he	will	be	able	 to	 identify	Ariel	because	







Ariel.	 Viola,	 still	 disguised	 as	 Cesario,	 returns	 to	 the	 stage.	 After	 revealing	
herself	to	be	a	woman,	the	two	declare	their	love	for	each	other.	As	they	exit,	
Puck	enters	and	express	his	regret	‘for	Falstaff	and	all	that’s	occurred:	/	Toyed	
with,	 rejected	 by	 Richard	 the	 Third	 /	 It’s	 my	 fault	 he’s	 in	 this	 kind	 of	 a	
scrape’.218	He	conjures	the	Fat	Knight	onstage	and	concludes	that	he	should	be	
united	with	Antony	and	Cleopatra’s	Pompey,	who	can	provide	him	with	means	




















him	 ‘for	 passage	 and	 new	 wardrobe	 besides’221	 with	 the	 gold	 he	 obtained	
during	 Scene	 7.	 The	 hat	 and	 wig	 which	 Pompey	 gives	 him	 transforms	 his	
appearance	and,	after	being	asked	his	name,	Falstaff	replies	that	‘[o]nce	I	was	




Although	 the	 joke	 is	 primarily	 intended	 as	 another	 audience-pleasing	
ingredient	 in	 the	 play’s	 referential	 soup,	 actor	 Johnny	 Depp’s	 popular	
depiction	of	Sparrow	as	a	self-serving	and	treasure-seeking	 ‘loveable	rogue’	
frame	him	as	a	modern	counterpart	to	Falstaff,	revealing	a	deeper	connection	










































extended	 punning	 carried	 a	 cumulative	 effect	 in	 performance	
whereby	each	successive	pun	was	more	excruciating	than	the	last.	









their	 ability	 first	 to	 intercept	 a	 word	 before	 it	 landed	 on	 its	





so	 frequently	 and	 fluidly	 between	 Shakespearean	 quotations	 and	
contemporary	 language	 that	 the	 performers	 must	 be	 similarly	 adept	 at	
steering	the	audience	between	these	dual	registers	in	order	to	prevent	the	play	
from	become	overwhelming	and	difficult	to	follow.	Equally,	in	delivering	the	
groan-inducing	 ‘ecstatic	 agony’	 outlined	 by	 Schoch,	 the	 above	 exchange	
between	Caesar	and	Lady	Macbeth	affords	the	audience	a	moment	of	respite	
from	the	constant	 intertextual	 juggling	of	deducing	whether	Shakespearean	
characters	 represent	 themselves,	 others	 from	 the	 canon,	 a	 mash-up,	 or	 a	
modern,	pop	culture	equivalent.	






on	 stage,	 removes	his	hood	and	 reveals	himself	 to	be	William	Shakespeare,	
dressed	 in	 ‘the	 familiar	 ruff,	 hairpiece,	 and	 facial	 hair	we	 associate	with	 the	
known	portraits	of	the	Man	from	Stratford’.231	Amidst	the	chaos	wrought	by	the	













such	 greatness	 lies	 in	 every	 scene,	 /	 Divide	 we	 our	 play	 in	 three	 times	
thirteen’.234	 The	 meaning	 of	 this	 couplet	 is	 threefold.	 Firstly,	 it	 references	
Lear’s	first	speech	in	Lear’s	opening	scene,	framing	Shakespeare’s	plays	as	the	
‘kingdom’	(1.1.36)	over	which	he	holds	dominion	and	underscoring	the	degree	









same	 character,	 despite	 their	 similar	 costumes,	 preferring	 to	 retain	 this	
ambiguity	for	their	audiences.	However,	the	notion	that	they	are	a	single	being	
is	strengthened	through	the	description	of	playwright	as	a	deus	ex	machina.	By	
applying	 this	 term	 to	 their	 Shakespeare	 manifestation,	 the	 RSC	 implicitly	
suggest	 that	 he	 is	 the	 omnipresent	 narrator/God,	 who	 has	 been	 waiting,	
metaphysically,	both	inside	and	outside	of	the	action	to	intervene	at	the	crucial	
point	when	the	plot	is	in	danger	of	collapsing.	This	idea	of	Shakespeare	‘saving	





ability	 to	change	 the	story	and	split	 the	characters	 into	new,	multiple	 texts,	
they	 imbue	 him	with	 an	 omnipotence	 similar	 to	 the	 comic	 book	 series	Kill	



















the	 fourth	 wall	 to	 interact	 with	 the	 narrator.	 The	 two	 latter	 examples	 are	
prominent	 influences	 for	 Martin	 and	 Tichenor,	 which	 places	 their	 use	 of	
Shakespeare	within	 this	postmodern	 tradition.	The	playwright’s	miraculous	
appearance	and	convenient	ability	to	tie	up	loose	ends	can	also	be	framed	as	a	
reference	 to	 Tichenor’s	 fondness	 for	 Fractured	 Fairy	 Tales	 and	 their	
construction	of	a	metatheatrical	narrator.		
However,	this	Shakespeare	is	not	an	‘Interactive	Narrator’,	in	the	sense	
that	 ‘[w]hile	 this	 type	 of	 narrator	 exists	 “off-camera”,	 the	 characters	 of	 the	
story	 are	 fully	 aware	 of	 his	 narration	 and	 are	 able	 to	 interact	with	 him’.238	
Indeed,	the	other	characters	in	Long	Lost	are	unaware	of	their	creator	until	he	
appears	in	this	scene	and	consequently	are	unable	to	reply,	or	criticise	him.	His	

















the	 Disneyshakes	 correlation	 to	 a	 satisfactory	 conclusion,	 by	 having	 the	
playwright	 himself	 acknowledge	 their	 connection,	 but	 also	 implies	 that	 the	











When	Shakespeare	buries	his	 long	lost	manuscript,	 that	 is	a	very	
distinct	and	conscious	parallel.240	
	
This	 connection	 between	 Shakespeare	 and	 Prospero	 developed	 from	
Tichenor’s	 e-mail	 to	Martin	 in	December	2014,	 in	which	he	 suggested	 that,	
within	 their	 conceit	 of	 Shakespeare	 appearing	 in	 his	 own	 lost	 play,	 the	
playwright	decides	‘not	to	make	himself	a	character	but	rather	just	let	people	


















between	magic	 and	 theatre.	 In	his	discussion	of	 ‘The	Tempest’,	 part	 of	Neil	
Gaiman’s	comic	book	series	The	Sandman,	Lanier	articulates	that	‘The	Tempest	
has	long	had	autobiographical	associations,	with	Shakespeare	as	the	bookish,	
godlike	 magus	 Prospero,	 and	 Gaiman	 fastens	 on	 this	 fact	 to	 locate	
Shakespeare’s	genius	as	a	fantasy	writer	in	his	ability	to	transform	details	of	
ordinary	life	into	mythic	form’.243	Tichenor’s	explanation	and	the	execution	of	
this	 concept	 in	 the	 final	 scene	of	Long	Lost	 thus	 continues	 the	 creative	and	
critical	tradition	of	Shakespeare	and	Prospero’s	affinity.	His	e-mail	to	Martin	
concludes	 by	 suggesting	 that	 their	 play	 could	 be	 ‘about	 the	 magic	 of	
Shakespeare	 specifically,	 and	 maybe	 the	 magic	 of	 theatre	 generally’.244	 By	
framing	 Shakespeare	 as	 Prospero,	 the	 company	 provide	 a	 satisfying	
conclusion	to	the	magic-themed	narrative	of	the	play,	and	the	central	conflict	
between	 Puck	 and	 Ariel,	 settling	 their	 war	 by	 revealing	 that	 ‘the	 greatest	
magician	of	all’245	is	the	playwright	himself.	



























made	 topical	 references	 to	 notable	 Shakespearean	 actors,	 productions	 and	
colloquialisms,	and	this	most	recent	play,	although	more	directly	narrative	in	
its	 focus,	 continues	 that	 tradition.	 Tichenor’s	 explanation	 of	 his	 use	 of	 the	
Shakespeare	Pro	App	to	create	a	collage	of	direct	Shakespearean	quotations	

























Lanier’s	 example	 resonates	 with	 Kill	 Shakespeare’s	 concept	 of	 a	 shared	
Shakespearean	universe	 in	which	Richard	 III	and	Lady	Macbeth	conspire	 to	
free	 themselves	 from	 ‘the	 tyranny	of	William	Shakespeare’.252	Mark	 Fortier	
defines	Kill	Shakespeare	as	‘an	intermedial	mash-up	–	piling	characters	from	a	
number	 of	 plays	 into	 one	 new	 work’,253	 stating	 that	 its	 authors	 ‘claim	
inspiration	from	such	things	as	The	League	of	Extraordinary	Gentlemen’,254	a	




creation.	 Clearly,	Martin	 and	Tichenor’s	 concept	 is	more	 comedic	 and	 ends	
with	his	characters	exalting	their	creator	rather	than	being	on	a	quest	either	
to	save	or	to	kill	him,	which	is	the	key	point	of	differentiation	between	the	two	
opposing	 sides	 in	 Kill	 Shakespeare.	 Nonetheless,	 Martin	 recognises	 the	
connection,	admitting	that	‘I	definitely	read	Kill	Shakespeare	and	you	could	say	







Tichenor	 represent	 this	 through	 pop	 culture	 references.	 For	 instance,	 after	
Shakespeare	reveals	himself,	Puck	and	Ariel,	quoting	from	the	slacker	comedy	
film	Wayne’s	World	(1992),	drop	to	their	knees	and	cry	‘[w]e’re	not	worthy,	
we’re	 not	worthy’.257	 Consequently,	 by	 using	 a	well-known	 quotation	 from	
																																																								
252	 Conor	McCreery,	Anthony	Del	 Col	 and	Andy	Belanger,	Kill	 Shakespeare,	 Vol.	 1:	 A	 Sea	 of	
Troubles	(IDW	Publishing,	July	2014).	










of	 Shakespeare’s	 greatness,	 and	 their	 corresponding	 inferiority,	 while	
retaining	 their	 deference	 to	 Shakespeare	 and	 his	 craft.	 The	 scene	 can	 be	









instance,	 in	 the	 episode	 ‘What	 Bloody	 Man	 Is	 That?’,	 Shakespeare	 and	 his	
companions	 encounter	 three	women	 on	 a	 heath	 during	 their	 journey	 back	
from	 London,	 who	 prophecies	 that	 he	 will	 be	 ‘Owner	 of	 New	 Place	
hereafter’,259	alluding	to	the	second	largest	house	in	Stratford-upon-Avon.	He	
and	his	wife	then	become	involved	in	a	plot	to	murder	Duncan	MacBuff,	the	
Scottish	 owner	 of	 New	 Place,	 representing	 the	 roles	 of	 Macbeth	 and	 Lady	
Macbeth.		
Although	the	episode	performs	a	number	of	comic	deviations	away	from	
Macbeth,	 the	 basic	 structure	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 play	 remains	 intact.	 Lanier	
delineates	how	‘[t]he	author’s	relationship	with	his	own	creations	is	the	focus	
of	 an	 entire	 sub-genre,	 tales	 in	 which	 Shakespeare	 meets	 his	 own	
characters’260	and	the	way	in	which	Elton	relocates	Shakespeare’s	encounters	
onto	 specific	 plays,	which	 he	would	 later	write,	 undoubtedly	 shares	 in	 this	
creative	 impulse	 towards	 the	 satirical	 demystification	 of	 Shakespeare’s	
																																																								










authorship.261	 These	 collisions	 between	 Shakespeare’s	 life	 and	 his	 plays	
represent	 a	 form	 of	 figurative	 self-cannibalisation,	where	 the	 playwright	 is	
shown	to	be	influenced	by	plots	of	whose	existence	the	audience	are	already	
aware,	 which,	 paradoxically,	 advances	 the	 biographical	 myth	 that	
Shakespeare’s	personal	experiences	actively	inspired	his	plays.	
Andrew	Halliday’s	Romeo	and	Juliet	Travestie;	or	the	Cup	of	Cold	Poison	
(1856)	 is	 another	 burlesque	 which	 delivers	 a	 specific	 precedent	 for	
Shakespeare’s	metatheatrical	appearance	in	Long	Lost.	Schoch	describes	how	
‘the	poet’s	sudden	appearance	in	the	guise	of	an	animated	version	of	the	statue	
in	 Westminster	 Abbey	 sculpted	 by	 Louis-François	 Roubilliac	 –	 allows	 the	
burlesque	to	speak	directly	to	the	Bard	himself’.262	Shakespeare’s	admission	
that	 ‘I	wrote	myself	 into	a	corner,	so	/	I	wrote	myself	 into	the	play	to	get	/	
Myself	 out	 of	 it’263	 recalls	 how	 Halliday’s	 ‘Nurse	 astutely	 notes	 that	 the	
burlesque	 which	 has	 angered	 the	 playwright	 is	 itself	 of	 Shakespearean	
provenance.	 “You	 wrote	 burlesques	 yourself,	 and	 well	 you	 know	 it”,	 she	




plays	 which	 feature	 varying	 degrees	 of	 parody’,265	 ranging	 from	 Hamlet’s	
advice	to	the	Players	to	Dream’s	Pyramus	and	Thisbe,	in	which	‘Shakespeare	
ridicules	traditions	not	of	literature,	but	of	performance’.266	
Johnson	and	 Jacobs	explain	 that,	prior	 to	Shakespeare’s	appearance	 in	




































and	 Ariel’s	 monologue,	 which	 follows	 Puck’s	 death,	 presents	 a	 moment	 of	
unexpected	 gravitas	 parallel	 to	 the	 one	 produced	 by	 Adam’s	 delivery	 of	
Hamlet’s	‘piece	of	work’	speech	in	Complete	Works,	whose	final	stage	direction	









269	 Richard	 Schoch,	 ‘Reduced	 Shakespeare	 Company	 and	 the	 golden	 age	 of	 Shakespeare	
parodies’	in	Shakespeare	and	Beyond	<http://shakespeareandbeyond.folger.edu/2016/04/19	



















and	 Lear	 to	 Octavius	 Caesar	 and	 Miranda	 and,	 finally,	 Hamlet.	 Martin	 and	






depicts	 the	 tragedy	 of	 an	 old	 man	 cradling	 his	 dead	 daughter,	 which	





importance	of	 the	actor’s	delivery	of	Ariel’s	monologue	 is	such	that	 it	 is	 the	







[…]	Ariel	 should	 absolutely	 believe	Puck	 is	 dead	 at	 the	 end.	 You	
want	your	audience	to	believe	that	the	play	might	actually	end	this	
way	 so	 don’t	 disrespect	 them	and	 cheapen	 their	 experience.	 […]	
You’ll	be	surprised	at	how	genuinely	moved	the	audience	is	if	you	
play	 it	 with	 the	 sincerity	 and	 focus	 you’d	 play	 an	 actual	
Shakespearean	tragedy	–	we	certainly	were.	Remember	that	each	
of	the	three	main	characters	has	wildly	different	feelings	about	how	











professional	 companies	 with	 any	 number	 of	 performers,	 given	 that	 the	
concept	of	a	warring	trio	is	clearly	central	to	achieving	the	‘tension’	outlined	
in	the	above	instructions.	
The	 writers’	 belief	 that	 to	 play	 the	 speech	 for	 laughs	 would	 be	 to	
disrespect	 the	 audience	 is	 especially	 significant	 given	 the	 metatheatrical	
method	used	 to	 revive	Puck.	The	heartbroken	Ariel	 enlists	 their	 assistance,	
asking	them,	to	‘help	me	release	him	from	his	bands	/	With	the	help	of	your	
good	 hands!	 /	 […]	 Clap,	 don’t	 let	 Puck	 die!	 Clap’.272	 These	 lines	 blends	
Shakespeare	and	Disney	 for	a	 final	 time.	Ariel	begins	by	quoting	Prospero’s	

























1953	 Disney	 film	 adaptation	 of	 the	 same	 name.	 Consequently,	 the	 RSC	
integrate	audience	participation	into	the	play	as	a	plot	device	and,	by	doing	so,	






















The	 joke	 in	discussion	here	 is	Ariel’s	 allusion	 to	Peter	Pan	and	 the	point	 at	




on	the	comedic	potential	of	 the	Disneyfied	Peter	Pan	 reference,	 thus	risking	
failure	in	convincing	the	audience	that	their	act	of	applause	contains	magical	
powers.	 By	 connecting	 this	 event	 to	 the	 ‘piece	 of	 work’	 speech,	 Martin	
demonstrates	 both	 his	 and	 Tichenor’s	 impulse,	 like	 the	 RSC’s	 founders,	 to	
undercut	 their	 comedy	with	 jolts	 of	 solemnity	 that	 not	 only	 strengthen	 the	
humour	when	 they	 reappear,	but	also	 to	give	 the	actors	 the	opportunity	 to	
exhibit	 their	 full	 range.	This	 is	a	key	point	of	 connection	between	Complete	
Works	 and	 Long	 Lost	 and	 demonstrates	 how	 the	 RSC’s	 work	 represents	 a	






of	 diverse	 Shakespearean	 characters	 united	 to	 present	 the	 idea	 that	 the	
playwright	created	every	single	role	in	an	enormous	first	draft,	before	realising	











Macbeth,	 Richard	 III,	 Juliet,	 Falstaff,	 Puck,	 Ariel	 et	 al,	 together	 at	 last.	 This	
makes	it,	Tichenor	has	suggested,	‘a	show	written	for	the	fans,	by	the	fans’276	
and	 Long	 Lost’s	 character	 and	 plot	 variants	 undoubtedly	 provide	 a	 type	 of	
Shakespearean	fan	service	for	its	audiences.		
Lanier	considers	that	‘[o]ne	of	the	more	curious	Shakespop	phenomena	
of	 recent	 years	has	been	 the	 appearance	of	 Shakespeare	 fan	 fiction’277	 and,	
since	 the	 2002	publication	 of	Shakespeare	 and	Modern	 Popular	 Culture,	 the	
genre	has	further	expanded	due	to	the	relative	affordability,	accessibility	and	
audience	 reach	 provided	 by	 editing	 software	 and	 online	 platforms	 such	 as	
YouTube	and	Facebook.	He	suggests	that,	‘[l]ike	all	fan	fiction,	Shakespeare	fan	
fiction	 reveals	 tensions	 between	 iconoclasm	 and	 fidelity	 to	 Shakespeare.	 It	
recognizes	certain	 formal	and	 ideological	 limits	of	 its	Shakespearian	source	
[…]	and	seeks	to	push	against	 those	 limits,	 in	the	spirit	of	critique,	anarchy,	
pleasure,	recuperation,	participation’.278	In	Complete	Works,	the	RSC	satirised	
their	 source	material	 by	directly	 questioning	 Shakespeare’s	 reputation	 as	 a	






placed	 on	 a	 continuum	 of	 Shakespeare	 celebrations	 dating	 back	 to	 the	
Shakespeare	 Jubilee	 of	 1769,	 organised	 by	 the	 actor	 and	 playwright	 David	
Garrick.	That	event	was	due	to	feature	a	Shakespeare	Pageant	on	the	event’s	











The	 Jubilee	 at	 the	 Drury	 Lane	 Theatre	 on	 14th	 October	 1769,	 where	 it	 ran	
successfully	 for	 ninety	 performances.	 In	 his	 biography,	 The	 Life	 of	 David	
Garrick,	Esq.	(1801),	Arthur	Murphy	describes	the	pageant’s	theatrical	transfer	
and	some	of	its	content,	depicting	an	event	which	not	only	helped	inaugurate	





which	 the	 inferior	 people	 of	 Stratford	 and	 the	 visitors	 were	
exhibited	with	great	pleasantry.	As	it	was	never	published,	an	exact	
account	 is	 not	 to	 be	 expected.	[…]	 The	 dialogue	 throughout	was	
carried	on	in	a	vein	of	humour.	The	songs	that	had	been	heard	at	
Stratford	were,	occasionally,	intermixed;	and	the	whole	concluded	
with	 a	 grand	 procession,	 in	 which	 Shakespeare’s	 plays	 were	





































Murphy’s	 description	 of	 the	 event	 describes	 an	 equivalence	 of	 the	 mix	 of	
humour	 and	 song	 which	 the	 RSC	 display	 throughout	 Long	 Lost	 and,	
significantly,	 of	 the	 ‘train	 of	 performers,	 dressed	 in	 character	 […]	 in	 dumb	
show’	which	the	company’s	three	actors	encapsulate	in	their	reduced	format	
by	playing	forty-seven	characters	and	making	rapid	costume	changes	between	
each	 scene.	 These	 are	 often	 audible	 and	 sometimes	 visible,	 such	 as	 when	





Furthermore,	 in	 Long	 Lost	 the	 RSC’s	 staging	 of	 a	 series	 of	 character	
collisions	can	be	viewed	as	analogous	to	a	number	of	similar,	reduced	parades.	
Equally,	the	play	might	also	be	regarded	as	a	‘comic	fable’	due	to	its	thematic	
focus	 on	magic	 and,	 notably,	 fairies	 who	 use	 their	 powers	 to	 animate	 and	
manipulate	 people,	 as	 Puck	 and	 Ariel	 achieve	 in	 Dream	 and	 Tempest,	
respectively.	Moreover,	 the	RSC	spend	a	 significant	amount	of	 time	 in	Long	
Lost	 connecting	 Shakespeare’s	 narratives	 and	 characters	 to	 their	 Disney	
equivalents,	which	are,	 themselves,	drawn	 from	myths	and	 fables.	The	 final	
point	of	comparison	lies	between	Garrick’s	ascension,	notably,	to	a	pulpit,	to	
recite	his	celebratory	Ode,	and	the	metatheatrical	appearance	of	Shakespeare	
himself	 at	 the	 conclusion	 of	 Long	 Lost.	 In	 each	 of	 their	 final	 passages,	 the	


























century	 by	 two	 Americans,	 the	 passages	 have	 striking	 similarities.	 Each	
delivers	 a	 meditation	 on	 mortality,	 emphasising	 the	 ephemeral	 nature	 of	
physical	life	with	images	of	‘death’	and	‘decay’	and,	by	contrast,	Shakespeare’s	
ability	 to	 transcend	 it,	 through	 his	 ‘pen’	 and	 ‘fame’.	 Both	 celebrate	
Shakespeare’s	 work	 and	 legacy,	 while	 simultaneously	 focusing	 on	 the	
importance	 of	 the	 man	 himself	 and	 affirming	 the	 speakers’	 belief	 in	 his	
timelessness,	and	feature	repetition,	on	‘never,	never’	and	‘again	and	again’,	to	
emphasise	Shakespeare’s	immortality.	
Garrick	 addresses	 Shakespeare	 from	 a	 pulpit,	 inherently	 drawing	
attention	to	his	own	status	and	kinship	with	the	playwright,	whereas	the	RSC	
take	this	a	stage	further,	by	having	Shakespeare	address	his	own	characters,	
acknowledging	 that	 he	 has	 ensured	 both	 their,	 and	 his	 own,	 immortality.	
Although	 The	 Jubilee	 and	 Long	 Lost	 are	 evidently	 not	 precise	 equivalents,	
Martin	 and	Tichenor’s	 desire	 to	 produce	 a	 show	 that	would	 commemorate	







reference	 to	 every	 Shakespeare	 text,	 either	 through	 the	 appearance	 of	 a	
character	 or	 textual	 citation,	 is	 rooted	 in	 the	 same	 celebratory	 impulses	
described	 in	 Murphy’s	 account	 of	 Garrick’s	 play.	 Furthermore,	 Long	 Lost	













Shakespeare	 as	 ‘our	 Magician,	more	 inspir’d,	 /	 By	 charms,	 and	 spells’.284	
During	the	conclusion	of	Long	Lost,	Puck	and	Ariel’s	desire	 to	see	 ‘the	most	
powerful	magician	of	all’285	results	in	Shakespeare’s	appearance	onstage.	This,	
coupled	with	his	 references	 to	Prospero’s	promise	at	 the	end	of	Tempest	 to	






indebted	 to	 at	 least	 one	 of	 the	 adaptors	 […]	 the	 tableau	
																																																								
283	 Garrick,	 An	 ode	 upon	 dedicating	 a	 building,	 and	 erecting	 a	 statue,	 to	 Shakespeare,	 at	
Stratford	upon	Avon.	By	D.G.	















well-known	and	significant	change	made	by	Tate	 to	a	 tragedy,	 in	which	 the	
majority	of	Shakespeare’s	characters	die,	is	to	give	it	a	happy	ending:	Lear	gets	
his	throne	back,	Edgar	and	Cordelia	wed,	and	they	all	live	happily	ever	after.	
By	 including	 a	 revision	 which	 is	 unfaithful	 to	 its	 Shakespearean	 source,	
Garrick’s	procession,	 therefore,	 references	 the	only	version	of	 the	play	with	
which	his	audiences	would	have	been	familiar.	
Perhaps	 unsurprisingly	 for	 a	 company	 who	 refer	 to	 adaptations	
alongside	the	original	plays	throughout	Complete	Works	and	Radio	Show,	the	
RSC	use	a	number	of	images	drawn	from	different	versions	of	Shakespeare’s	








about	 the	 difference	 between	Disney	 and	 Shakespeare.	 Thus,	 through	 their	
procession	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 characters	 in	 myriad	 combinations,	 the	 RSC	





























Figure	4.5	The	Plays	of	William	Shakespeare	 (1849)	by	Sir	 John	Gilbert.	The	 tableau	 is	
arranged	with	characters	from	the	tragedies	in	the	foreground,	such	as	Hamlet,	Shylock	
and	Othello,	historical	figures	in	the	middle,	like	Falstaff	and	Henry	VIII,	and	magical	and	





































own	 characters:	 [clockwise	 from	 top	 left)	 Prospero;	 Hamlet;	 Puck;	 Lady	 Macbeth;	







Gilbert’s	 painting	 is	 every	 inch	 a	 nineteenth-century	 mash-up,	 assembling	
Shakespeare’s	 characters	 and	 revelling	 in	 the	 playwright’s	 fecundity	 of	
characters.	Hamlet	and	Shylock	huddle	in	the	foreground,	Falstaff	is	visually	
prominent	in	the	centre	of	the	painting,	and	magical	creatures,	including	Puck	
and	 Ariel,	 hover	 above	 them.	 De	 Souza’s	 poster	 echoes	 both	 the	 painting’s	
theme	 and	 composition,	 where	 Shakespeare’s	 characters	 are	 similarly	
grouped	 together	 in	 horizontal	 and	 vertical	 lines,	 although	 not	 strictly	
categorised	according	to	the	genre	of	play	in	which	they	appear.	Puck	and	Ariel	
are	 also	 placed	 at	 the	 top	 of	 the	 image	 to	 reflect	 their	 magical,	 airborne	
qualities	and,	as	a	final	point	of	stylistic	comparison,	Gilbert	and	De	Souza	each	
place	 the	 distant	 sky	 in	 the	 top	 left	 hand	 corner	 of	 their	 images.	 De	 Souza	
provides,	moreover,	a	visual	illustration	of	the	key	difference	in	the	company’s	
unfolding	 reduced	 Shakespearean	 output:	 whereas	 in	 Complete	 Works,	 the	




Disneyesque	depiction	of	 the	playwright	wielding	his	quill	 as	 a	 conductor’s	
baton,	surrounded	by	the	characters	 featured	 in	Long	Lost,	 to	represent	the	
various	sections	of	his	orchestra,	which	are	brought	together	in	one	coherent	
composition.	 De	 Souza’s	 work	 is	 a	 fitting	 encapsulation	 of	 Martin	 and	
Tichenor’s	commitment	in	Long	Lost	to	produce	a	Shakespearean	homage	as	




of	 ideology	 remain	 from	 the	 RSC’s	 early	 years,	 Long	 Lost	 can	 be	 better	
described	as	an	exercise	in	creative	collision,	whereby	two	professional	fans	
have	 created	 a	 sequence	 of	 fantastical	 mash-ups,	 revelling	 in	 the	 ensuing	














first	 analysing	 them	 in	 isolation	 and	 then	 revealing	 areas	 of	 influence	 and	
consistency	which	 help	 to	 build	 a	 coherent	 sense	 of	 the	 company’s	 artistic	
development	 and	 their	 ongoing	 relationship	 with	 the	 playwright’s	 cultural	
identity	and	work.	However,	a	 full	 chronicle	of	 the	RSC	as	a	Shakespearean	
theatre	company	nearing	its	fortieth	anniversary	would	be	incomplete	without	
an	appraisal	of	their	impact	on	the	ecosystem	of	Shakespearean	performance	
and	 the	 work	 of	 other	 contemporary	 practitioners.	 In	 this	 final	 chapter,	 I	























companies	discussed	 in	 this	chapter	often	profess	 that	 their	comic,	physical	
and	metatheatrical	approaches	to	Shakespeare’s	work	are	truer	to	the	original	
performances	 of	 the	 playwright’s	 work	 at	 the	 Globe	 Theatre	 than	 those	 of	
contemporary,	 higher-profile	 theatre	 institutions	 such	 as	 the	 Royal	
Shakespeare	 Company	 and	 the	 National	 Theatre.	 This	 might	 be	 either	 for	
marketing	purposes	which	imply	that	the	work	is,	simultaneously,	accessibly	
modern	and	authentically	Shakespearean,	or	because	it	is	the	company’s	true	
belief,	 or	 a	 combination	 of	 the	 two.	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	 legacy	 at	 work	 is	
Shakespeare’s,	 with	 the	 RSC	 simply	 an	 important	 and	 prominent	 link	 in	 a	
wider	chain	of	‘Rough’2	Shakespearean	performance,	the	historical	context	of	
which	I	also	explore	in	this	chapter.	





















play	simply	by	choosing	 to	 ignore	everything	 irrelevant	 to	 the	workers	and	
their	experiences’.4	This	suggests	that	the	writers	of	these	drolls,	which	‘were	
created,	 Kirkman	 claimed,	 by	 Robert	 Cox’,5	were	 attempting	 to	 provide	 for	
audiences	starved	of	‘public	theatre	performance	by	the	state	but	still	wanting	
to	 see	 parts	 of	 at	 least	 the	 stock	 plays	 that	 had	 become	 familiar	 staples	 of	


























the	 part	 of	 a	 baby	waiting	 to	 be	 fed.	 Stratford	 explains	 that,	 ‘even	 before	 the	 nineteenth-
century,	parodic	reductions	of	Shakespeare	existed:	there	are	three	Shakespearean	drolls	in	
the	 collection.	 One	 is	The	 Bouncing	 Knight,	 which	 is	 a	 collection	 of	 Falstaff	 scenes	 shoved	
together.	 There’s	 Bottom	 the	 Weaver,	 which	 is	 a	 collection	 of	 the	 Bottom	 scenes	 from	 A	






and	 individuals	 engaged	 in	 delivering	 comic,	 irreverent	 and	 accessible	
Shakespeare	 that	operates	within	a	number	of	different	 cultural	 registers.	 I	









§ A	 metatheatrical	 narrative	 which	 acknowledges	 a	 difficult	 or	
impossible	task.	
§ A	 fast-paced,	 physical	 performance	 style	which	 regularly	 breaks	 the	
fourth	wall.	
§ Extended	 audience	 participation	 sections	 which	 usually	 have	 some	
bearing	on	the	performance,	either	by	forcing	the	actors	to	improvise	
or	by	the	audience	member(s)	performing	a	role.	
§ Costumes	 which	 combine	 elements	 of	 the	 contemporary	 and	 early	
modern	periods,	such	as	converse	trainers	and	breeches.	
§ Use	 of	 unstructured	 theatrical	 space	 or	 alternative	 venues	 for	
performance.	






not	 by	 their	 indebtedness	 to	 the	 RSC,	 but	 by	 how	 often	 they	 incorporate	





examined	 are	 deliberately	unfaithful	 to	 Shakespeare,	 but	 in	 order	 to	 gain	 a	
sense	of	how	they	each	reflect	and	utilise	the	above-listed	components	in	their	
process	and	product	of	Shakespearean	adaptation,	it	is	necessary	to	make	this	
distinction	 to	 facilitate	an	understanding	of	how	 the	RSC	have	 impacted	on	
contemporary	Shakespearean	performance	in	a	range	of	different	ways.	
I	will	begin	with	Spymonkey,	the	comedy	and	physical	theatre	company	
who,	 in	 collaboration	with	 playwright	 Tim	 Crouch,	 produced	The	 Complete	






Remix	 (2012)	 is,	 to	 use	 their	 own	 description,	 an	 ‘add-RAP-tation’9	 of	
Shakespeare’s	play.	The	company	translate	Othello	into	the	modern	vernacular	
of	 rap,	 featuring	 more	 Shakespearean	 quotations	 than	 Spymonkey:	
nevertheless,	Remix	 is	not	a	directly	 faithful	production	of	 the	original	 text.	
Both	productions	 represent	extended	deviations	 from	 their	 source	material	
and	 will	 therefore	 be	 considered	 as	 examples	 of	 the	 RSC’s	 influence	 on	
different	forms	of	conceptual	reduction.	
My	analysis	will	then	turn	to	the	Back	Room	Shakespeare	Project	(BRSP)	
and	 Magnificent	 Bastard	 Productions	 (MBP),	 two	 companies	 who	 remain	
closer	 to	 the	 original	 text	 but	 perform	 Shakespeare’s	 plays	 in	 the	
contemporary	 environment	 of	 bars,	 pubs	 and	 comedy	 venues,	 inserting	
current	references	and	occasional	anachronisms.	The	BRSP	will	be	considered	
in	 relation	 to	 company	 founder	 Samuel	 Taylor’s	 reasons	 for	 the	 choice	 of	
environment	for	their	performances,	and	how	this	impacted	on	the	RSC’s	own	
artistic	practice	during	the	writing	of	Long	Lost.	MBP’s	irreverent	production,	
Shitfaced	 Shakespeare,	 which	 first	 found	 success	 at	 the	 Edinburgh	 Festival	
Fringe	in	2010,	provides	an	example	of	how	the	escalation	of	alcohol-related	
live	 Shakespearean	 performance	 has	 mutated	 into	 new,	 more	 corporate	
																																																								






Finally,	 I	 will	 analyse	 The	 Pantaloons	 and	 The	 Handlebards,	 both	 of	
which	 perform	 open-air	 Shakespeare	 productions	 which,	 although	 they	
incorporate	visual	and	textual	anachronisms,	perform	Shakespeare’s	plays	as	
advertised,	albeit	reduced	in	length.	These	two	companies,	and	others,	such	as	
Illyria	 and	 Oddsocks,	 deliver	 fast-paced,	 family-friendly,	 vaudevillian	
Shakespeare	 that	 owes	 a	 debt	 of	 a	 different	 kind	 to	 the	 RSC	 than	 that	 of	
Spymonkey	or	Q	Brothers;	these	are	companies	which	have	directly	harnessed	
and	traded	on	performance	techniques	popularised	by	the	RSC,	but	which	keep	
the	 text	 and	 structure	 of	 their	 source	 material	 consistently	 in	 view.	 I	 will	
conclude	the	chapter	by	determining	to	what	extent	the	RSC	have	influenced	





Spymonkey	 comprises	Aitor	Basauri,	 Petra	Massey,	Toby	Park	 and	Stephan	
Kreiss,	all	of	whom	trained	under	French	master	clown	Phillipe	Gauilier.10		The	
ensemble	 often	 collaborate	with	 a	 different	 theatre	 practitioner	 on	 each	 of	
their	 productions,	 which	 have	 included	 parodic	 reductions	 of	 large-scale	
topics,	 including	 Moby	 Dick	 (2009)	 and	 Oedipussy	 (2012).11	 For	 Complete	
Deaths,	Spymonkey	worked	 jointly	with	Crouch,	who	co-wrote	and	directed	























to	 do	 Reduced	 Shakespeare	 –	 it’s	 been	 done,	 really’.13	 Park’s	 statement	
suggests	that	the	RSC	have	also	provided	a	template	against	which	some	react	





the	 premise	 of	 a	 compressed	 Shakespearean	 narrative	might	 associate	 this	
with	 the	 RSC.	 This	 suggests	 that,	 for	 some	 artists,	 the	 RSC	 have	 become	
synonymous	with	a	particular	approach	to	Shakespearean	performance	and	











with	 Crouch’s	 I,	 Shakespeare	 series	 of	 one-man	 shows,	 a	 body	 of	 work	 which	 played	 a	
significant	 role	 in	 Spymonkey	 approaching	 him	 to	 direct	 their	 project.	 In	 these	 solo	
productions,	 which	 represent	 a	 further	 form	 of	 reduced	 Shakespeare,	 Crouch	 expands	
marginalised	 or	 smaller	 characters,	 such	 as	 Malvolio,	 Banquo,	 Caliban,	 Peaseblossom	 and	









as	a	 countdown	 to	zero.15	 Spymonkey	 then	present	a	 succession	of	onstage	
deaths,	 culminating	 in	 a	 condensed	 version	 of	Hamlet	5.2,	 which	 is	 played	
straight	and	without	irony.	The	company	focus	primarily	on	their	own	artistic	
identity	within	 the	context	of	 the	production,	 rather	 than	on	 the	process	of	
reduction	itself	and,	like	the	three-man	troupe	of	Complete	Works,	the	primary	
narrative	point	of	interest	is	how	a	troupe	of	four	performers	can	achieve	the	
impossible	 task	 they	have	set	 themselves	 in	 the	 limited	 time	available.	This	
expectation	is	heightened	by	the	visible	and	ever-ticking	counter	and	performs	
the	 additional	 function	 of	 stimulating	 the	 production’s	 cross-section	 of	
audience	 members	 from	 Shakespeare	 initiates	 to	 those	 with	 less	 in-depth	
knowledge	of	the	plays.	
	Spymonkey	and	Crouch	were	keen	to	give	Complete	Deaths	an	identity	









Complete	Deaths	 features	a	number	of	 less	obvious	 similarities	 to	 the	RSC’s	








with	 God/Good	 Deeds	 sweeping	 the	 stage	 clean,	 while	 Everyman	 later	 gives	 her	 £10	 for	
cleaning	up	his	vomit.	Similarly,	the	use	of	a	countdown	and	metatheatrical	acknowledgment	
of	 onstage	 deaths	 has	 theatrical	 precedence,	 having	 frequently	 been	 used	 in	 recent	
productions	 directed	 by	 Ivo	 van	Hove,	 notably	 his	Roman	Tragedies	 (2006-7)	 sequence	 of	
Shakespeare’s	Roman	Plays	and	Robert	Icke’s	adaptation	of	Oresteia	(2015).	





Rather	 than	 supporting	 or	 confirming	 Park’s	 initial	 concerns	 about	 the	
concept’s	 potential	 pitfalls,	 acknowledging	 this	 relationship	 between	
Spymonkey	 and	 the	RSC	 is	 useful	 in	 revealing	how	each	 company	operates	
onstage,	and	how	the	metatheatrical	discussions	of	group	hierarchy	as	part	of	
performance	allow	both	companies	to	critique	issues	relating	to	Shakespeare’s	
cultural	 status	 and	 authority.	 In	 an	 explanation	 which	 recalls	 both	 Jess	 in	
Complete	 Works	 and	 Austin	 in	 Long	 Lost,	 as	 the	 RSC’s	 pompous	 academic	




versa’.17	 This	 practice	 of	 comic	 inversion,	 where	 highbrow	 and	 lowbrow	
Shakespeare	 are	 brought	 into	 opposition	 with	 each	 other,	 aligns	 Complete	
Deaths	with	the	ideological	conflict	between	Daniel,	Jess	and	Adam	that	drives	
Complete	Works.	
While	 Spymonkey’s	 clowning	 background	 heightens	 the	 division	
between	the	traditional,	textual	approach	and	anarchic,	practical	engagement	
in	 Complete	 Deaths,	 they	 bear	 a	 definite	 resemblance	 to	 those	 of	 Complete	
Works	 through	 the	 way	 in	 which	 conflict	 assists	 the	 play’s	 narrative	
progression.	 For	 instance,	 Toby	 begins	 the	 show	 by	 pompously	 drawing	























Park	 positions	 his	 character	 in	 the	 same	 role	 as	 Jess	 and	 Austin:	 the	









Crouch	 explains	 that	 the	 play’s	 first	 physical	 set-piece	 was	 initially	
inspired	 by	 the	 comical	 transformation	 of	 the	 name	 La	 Fura	 dels	 Baus,	 a	
Spanish	 physical	 theatre	 company	 who	 have	 influenced	 Spymonkey,	 into	
‘Führer	 del	 Bard’,21	 ‘tied	 in	 with	 the	 thesis	 propounded	 by	 Toby	 in	 his	
character	 which	 is	 that	 to	 move	 beyond	 Shakespeare,	 we	 have	 to	 start	 by	
killing	Shakespeare’.22	The	speech	is	set	to	a	short	film,	in	which	the	Flower	
Portrait	 of	 Shakespeare	 flashes	 rapidly	 between	 the	 faces	 of	 Kim	 Jong-il,	
Vladimir	Putin,	Colonel	Gaddafi,	Laurence	Olivier	as	Richard	III	and,	finally,	to	
a	‘hybrid	image	of	Shakespeare	and	Hitler’,23	with	the	Nazi	leader’s	moustache	
superimposed	 on	 Shakespeare’s	 upper-lip,	which	 Toby	 dubs	 ‘Shitler’.24	 The	










must	 kill	 in	 order	 to	 ensure	 theatrical	 progression	 and	 audience	
enlightenment	is	evocative	(even	in	the	satirical,	self-aware	sense	which	Toby	





narrative;	 of	 certainty	 and	 simplicity;	 of	 the	 old	 forms.	 Death	 of	 tradition.	
Death	of	the	antiquated	image’.26	By	saying	this,	Toby	urges	the	audience	to	
enact	 their	 own	 private	 and	 collective	 resistance	 towards	 traditions	 of	 the	
past,	 represented	 by	 Shakespeare’s	 authorial	 pre-eminence	 and	 cultural	
dominance.	Spymonkey’s	resistance	extends	to	the	conversation	produced	by	








as	me,	 or	would	 speak	 for	 postmodernist	 art.	 I	 liked	 the	 idea	 of	
undermining	 contemporary	 postmodern	 performance	 art	 and,	














art)	 and	 lowbrow	 (clowning)	 Shakespeare.	 Crouch	 therefore	 comes	 to	
represent	Shakespeare	himself,	depicted	as	a	disapproving	God-like	figure	in	
the	production	and	equated	immediately	with	dictators.	The	dictator,	in	turn,	
becomes	 emblematic	 of	 a	 controlling	 author-figure,	 stunting	 the	 growth	 of	
artistic	originality	and	quashing	rebellion	towards	his	canonical	status,	which	
Toby	 states	 explicitly	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 Complete	 Deaths:	 ‘Shakespeare’s	
legacy	has	strangled	the	generations	that	have	come	after	him’.28		
The	 plot	 of	 Complete	 Deaths	 deliberately	 seeks	 to	 disentangle	 the	
playwright	and	his	cultural	 reputation,	which	 is	best	represented	by	Aitor’s	









refers	 to	 himself	 as	 ‘Sir	 William	 Shakespeare’31	 and	 incongruously	
recommends	that	‘[p]eople	want	to	see	traditional	me:	Kenneth	Branagh,	hey	
nonny	 nonny’,32	 is	 a	 construct	 of	 Aitor’s	 imagined	 version	 of	 a	 highbrow,	
traditionalist	Shakespeare,	 rather	 than	any	realistic,	 factual	portrayal	of	 the	
playwright	 himself.	 This	 is	 made	 explicit	 by	 Aitor	 providing	 the	 voice	 of	
Shakespeare,	 just	as	Graham	Chapman,	who	plays	King	Arthur	in	Holy	Grail,	
also	 voices	 God,	 suggesting	 these	 to	 be	 interior	 conversations	 taking	 place	
within	 the	 characters’	 minds,	 rather	 than	 real,	 external	 encounters.	
Shakespeare’s	metatheatrical	appearance	within	a	parodic	work	based	on	his	
own	work	provides	a	final	connection	between	Spymonkey	and	the	RSC:	both	















subgenre	 of	 Shakespearean	 adaptation.	 Since	 the	 rap	was	written	 in	 1988,	
Shakespeare’s	plays	have	been	reduced	through	hip-hop	by	a	wide	range	of	
artist	and	companies,	often	with	varying	intentions	towards	parody,	education	
and	 commercial	 opportunity.	 For	 the	 purpose	 of	 exploring	 the	 specific	
influence	 of	 ‘Rap	 Othello’,	 this	 section	 will	 focus	 on	 an	 adaptation	 which	
contains	elements	of	satire	towards	both	the	genre,	African-American	culture,	
and	 Shakespeare’s	 work,	 and	 which	 are	 less	 directly	 motivated	 by	 a	
commitment	 to	pedagogy.33	Q	Brothers	 specialise	 in	 the	 comedic	 ‘add-RAP-
tation’	of	Shakespeare’s	plays,	including	Funk	It	Up	About	Nothin’	(2008),	I	<3	
Juliet	 (2012),	 Remix	 (2012)	 and	 Q	 Gents	 (2016).	 Their	 productions	 are	 all	
abridged	versions,	cut	to	around	seventy-five	to	ninety	minutes,	and	feature	
correspondingly	small	ensemble	casts	akin	to	the	RSC’s	three-man	troupes;	in	
Remix,	 there	 are	 only	 four	 performers.	 In	 a	 2016	 episode	 of	 the	 Reduced	
Shakespeare	 Company	 Podcast,	 Tichenor	 interviewed	Gregory	 Javid	Qaiyum	









words,	 as	 ‘custodians	 of	 knowledge’	 (2011).	 Glover	 has	 described	 what	 he	 achieves	 in	
classrooms	 as	 “hip-hop	Cliff	Notes”	 (Personal	 interview,	University	 of	Warwick,	 25	August	
2015)	for	students,	alluding	to	the	popular	online	study	guide.	
34	 Austin	 Tichenor,	 Episode	 516:	 ‘The	 Q	 Brothers’,	Reduced	 Shakespeare	 Company	 Podcast	
(Reduced	Shakespeare	Company,	2016).	
35	GQ	was	also	an	original	performer	and	writer	of	hip-hop	musical	The	Bomb-itty	of	Errors	






of	 juggling	 and	 comedy	 troupe	 The	 Flying	 Karamazov	 Brothers	 (FKB).	
Discussing	 the	RSC’s	 legacy,	Adam	Long	acknowledges	 that,	 regarding	 their	







further	 describes	 how,	 in	 FKB’s	 version,	 ‘[o]ccasional	 interpolations	 and	
topical	 references	were	added	 to	 the	Shakespearean	 text,	 but	most	 striking	
were	its	visual	and	musical	quotations	from	pop	culture’,38	including	jazz,	punk	
rock	 and	 musical	 theatre.	 Such	 diverse	 intertextual	 references	 are	 also	
employed	by	Q	Brothers,	particularly	in	the	interpolation	of	quotations	from	
both	Shakespeare	and	hip-hop.	GQ	suggests	that	Shakespeare	‘was	heightening	
language.	 That’s	 what	 rap	 is,	 it’s	 a	 heightened	 version	 of	 language’39	 and	
emphasises	 their	kinship	with	Shakespeare	as	a	writer	who	borrowed	from	
the	prominent	storytellers	of	his	time,	equating	Shakespeare’s	inheritance	of	










38	 Stephen	 Purcell,	 Popular	 Shakespeare:	 Simulation	 and	 Subversion	 on	 the	 Modern	 Stage	
(Palgrave	Shakespeare	Studies)	(Palgrave	Macmillan,	2009),	p.	134.	












In	 2012,	 as	 part	 of	 their	 Globe-to-Globe	 Festival,	 Shakespeare’s	 Globe	
commissioned	 Remix.	 The	 show	 involved	 four	 performers	 translating	





















Summarised	 in	 the	 double	meaning	 of	 how	 ‘[w]ords	move	 fast’,	 the	 actors	
immediately	 draw	 their	 audience’s	 attention	 to	 the	 fast-paced,	 symbolic	
																																																								
41	 One	 of	 the	 festival’s	 central	 purposes	 was	 to	 emphasise	 Shakespeare’s	 status	 as	 an	
international	playwright.	Dominic	Dromgoole’s	decision,	as	Artistic	Director	at	 the	 time,	 to	

























RSC	 and	 Q	 Brothers’	 contextualisation	 of	 Shakespeare’s	malleability	within	

























performer.	 Not	 only	 does	 ‘Rap	 Othello’	 self-consciously	 acknowledge	 the	
company’s	 lack	 of	 racial	 diversity	 onstage	 but	 also,	 as	 a	 male-dominated	
company,	they	utilise	a	medium	which	is	similarly	driven	by	the	voices	of	men.	
P.	 A.	 Skantze	 highlights	 related	 problems	 with	 Remix;	 after	 watching	 the	










partial	 drag	 and	 excluding	 Desdemona	 entirely,	 reducing	 her	 to	 a	 haunted	
voice	 in	 the	 chorus	 of	 Othello’s	 songs.	 In	 a	 DVD	 recording	 of	 their	 Globe	
performance,	 the	 actors	 look	 upwards	 towards	 the	 theatre’s	 balcony	




Othello’s	words	make	 the	 correlation	between	his	 love	 for	Desdemona	 and	





















who	 realises	 that,	 despite	 success,	 talent	 and	 fame,	 he	 ‘won’t	 be	 satisfied	
hearin’	my	name	/	’Til	I	got	the	flyest	dame	in	the	game	wearin’	my	chain’.48	
This	 expresses	 the	 rapper	 Othello’s	 discontentment	with	 not	 being	 able	 to	
share	 his	 success	 with	 a	 lover.	 It	 suggests	 that	 the	 physically	 absent	
Desdemona	predominantly	serves	as	a	cipher	to	reflect	Othello’s	thoughts	and	


















based	 Iago	 is	 one	 instance	 showing	 how	 the	 company	 use	 costumes	
metatheatrically	to	acknowledge	their	various	onstage	identities	and	draw	the	
audience’s	attention	to	the	feat	of	 four	actors	performing	a	 large	number	of	







Not	 only	 does	 this	 evoke	 the	 RSC’s	 similar	 approach	 to	 these	
performance	conventions	but	it	also	reflects	the	changeable,	shifting	nature	of	
fictional	guises	 in	hip-hop	itself.	 In	his	discussion	of	Bomb-itty,	Wetmore,	 Jr.	
uses	Eminem’s	‘Slim	Shady’	alias	as	an	example	of	this	practice	and	suggests	











genre	 which	 already	 carries	 with	 it	 a	 complex	 set	 of	 racial	 tensions.	 A	













the	 meaning	 of	 the	 play	 and	 the	 performance’.54	 ‘Rap	 Othello’	 attempts	 to	
alleviate	these	tensions	through	comedy	and	Remix	similarly	seeks	to	eschew	














the	 predominantly	 white	 viewership’s	 own	 set	 of	 racial	 attitudes	 and,	 by	
drawing	 humour	 from	 the	 abusive	 term’s	 absence,	 leaves	 it	 caught	 in	 a	
problematic	limbo	between	utterance	and	denial.	This	tension	is	heightened	



















‘Venus’	with	 ‘penis’,	 and	 thereby	 eschewing	 both	 the	 racial	 stereotype	 that	
black	 men	 are	 better	 endowed	 than	 their	 white	 counterparts,	 and	 any	
suggestion	 that	 Desdemona’s	 love	 for	 Othello	 might	 be	 for	 precisely	 this	
reason.	 A	 similar	 reference	 is	made	 in	 the	Othello	 episode	 of	 Second	 City’s	
YouTube	parody	series	‘Sassy	Gay	Friend’,	during	which	the	eponymous	friend	







The	 hip-hop	 conflicts	 outlined	 by	 Iago	 suggest	 a	 further	 connection	
between	 the	RSC	 and	Q	Brothers.	 In	Remix,	 as	 in	 each	 of	 the	RSC’s	 various	
reductions	 on	 stage	 and	 radio,	 the	 company’s	 principal	 interest	 lies	 in	
satirising	and	exploring	the	medium	within	which	they	operate,	even	more	so	
than	the	text	itself.	This	results	in	the	production,	rather	than	being	a	direct	
contemplation	 of	 Othello,	 becoming	 a	 meditation	 on	 hip-hop	 culture	 and	
trends	within	the	genre.	The	production	uses	its	three	central	male	characters,	











Their	 international	 tour,	 which	 represents	 the	 journey	 to	 Cyprus	 in	
Shakespeare’s	play,	therefore,	offers	the	company	the	opportunity	to	explore	
how	 these	 various	 individuals,	 of	 conflicting	 styles	 and	 views,	 clash	 when	
forced	together.	
This	interest	in	form,	eschewing	the	primacy	of	their	reduced	content,	is	
reflected	 in	 the	Q	Brothers’	diversification	of	 their	 ‘add-RAP-tation’	 formula	
beyond	Shakespeare.	In	2017,	they	revived	Q	Brothers	Christmas	Carol,	a	hip-




Disney	cartoon	version	Mickey's	Christmas	Carol	 (1983),	which	 features	 the	
anthropomorphic	duck	character,	Scrooge	McDuck,	as	Dickens’s	protagonist	
Ebenezer	 Scrooge.	 This	 connection	 to	 animation	 as	 a	 key	 influence	 on	 the	
construction	and	performance	of	their	shows	as	live-action	cartoons	in	which	
character	 is	 heightened,	 plot	 simplified	 and	 stereotypes	 acknowledged,	
demonstrates	 that	 the	 duo	 have	 inherited	 a	 similar	 set	 of	 inspirations	 and	
metatheatrical	 onstage	 techniques	 as	 the	 RSC.	 They	 have	 continued	 the	
tradition	 of	 updating	 Shakespeare	 through	 reduction,	 within	 a	 rough	
performance	environment	that	directly	engages	the	viewer.	





focusing	 on	 the	 chosen	 form	 and	 references	 to	 both	 Shakespeare	 and	 pop	









the	 hip-hop	 medium,	 it	 is	 the	 RSC’s	 brand	 status,	 ensemble	 performance	
techniques	and	Shakespop	mash-up	methodology	which	are	the	most	visible	
components	of	their	legacy	in	the	work	of	Q	Brothers.	
Rather	 than	 satirising	 specific	 conventions	 of	 hip-hop	 itself,	 the	RSC’s	
central	 object	 of	 parody	 in	 ‘Rap	Othello’	 is	 themselves,	made	 explicit	 in	 its	




more	concerned	with	performer	 identities	 is	 that,	when	it	was	conceived	 in	





forced	 to	 appropriate	 the	music	 of	 a	 different	 culture	 and	doing	 it	 badly’.62	
Indeed,	in	the	newest	version	of	Complete	Works,	which	was	co-edited	by	the	
three	founding	members	in	2018,	the	rap	is	replaced	with	a	five-line	vaudeville	








In	 the	 past	 decade,	 the	 United	 States	 has	 been	 home	 to	 the	 growth	 of	 a	
																																																								











ways	 of	 performing	 Shakespeare	 in	 bars’.64	 These	 various	 companies	 and	
projects	 share	 a	 common	 focus	 on	 rough	 Shakespeare	 performance	 which	
features,	 in	 varying	degrees	of	 extremity,	 spaces	not	usually	designated	 for	
theatre,	where	 audience	 and	 actors	 are	 able	 to	 drink.65	 In	 the	 BRSP’s	 case,	
these	 tend	 to	 be	 pubs,	 bars	 or	 restaurants	 although,	 as	 co-founder	 Samuel	




they	 have	 beer,	 and	 that	 the	 environment	 a	 crowd	walks	 into	 is	
social,	 includes	 direct	 human-to-human	 relation,	 and	 forces	 the	
audience	 to	work	out	 their	 own	problems:	where	 to	 sit,	what	 to	
drink,	where	to	put	their	coats.66	
	
The	venues	 in	which	 the	project	performs	 therefore	 function	as	 the	 type	of	





64	 The	Back	Room	Shakespeare	Project,	 ‘Friends	All	Over	This	 Country’	 in	The	Back	Room	
Shakespeare	 Project	 <https://www.backroomshakespeare.com/friends/>	 [Accessed	 5	
November	2017].	
65	These	include:	Chicago’s	Unrehearsed	Shakespeare;	Texas’s	Shakespeare	in	a	Bar;	Atlanta’s	
Shakespeare	 on	 Draught	 and	 Shakespeare	 Tavern;	 New	 York’s	 Drunk	 Shakespeare,	
Shakesbeerience	and	ShakesBEER;	New	Jersey’s	Basement	Shakes;	Washington	D.C.’s	Bootleg	
Shakespeare	and	Shakespeare	in	the	Pub;	New	Mexico’s	Bard	Crawl;	Charlotte’s	Chickspeare;	






















the	 comfort	 and	 safety	 of	 a	 traditional	 theatre	 venue.	 For	 instance,	 Taylor	
believes	 strongly	 in	 engendering	 audience	 engagement	 towards	 the	BRSP’s	
performances	 in	 the	 same	 way	 that	 Shakespeare’s	 audience	 enjoyed	 bear-
baiting	 alongside	 theatre	 as	 their	 primary	 form	 of	 popular	 entertainment.	
Therefore,	he	explains	that	 ‘we	start	all	of	our	plays	with	a	tongue-in-cheek	


























which	 the	Chorus	 inserts	a	 specific	 reference	 to	 that	 specific	performance’s	
venue,	 in	 order	 to	 make	 the	 audience	 conscious	 of	 their	 surroundings.	
Tichenor	 believes,	 therefore,	 that	 just	 as	 ‘Shakespeare	 was	 talking	 to	 his	
audience,	we	have	to	talk	to	our	audience	in	the	same	way’.76	This	connects	to	





Tichenor’s	 involvement,	 the	 project’s	 revolving	 cast	 of	 players	 and	 an	





the	 BRSP	 the	 shared	 connection	 of	 the	 principles	 that	 Brook	 discusses	
concerning	 rough	 theatre:	 ‘[t]here	 was	 no	 fourth	 wall	 between	 actors	 and	
























reduction	 and	 the	 reaction	 it	 engenders	 in	 what	 Brook	 terms	 ‘a	 popular	
audience’,82	 the	 RSC	 have,	 at	 the	 very	 least,	 helped	 to	 popularise	 abridged	
versions	 of	 Shakespeare	 that	 both	 acknowledge	 their	 own	 pithiness	 and	
challenge	perceptions	about	for	whom	Shakespeare	wrote	his	plays.	The	BRSP	







since	 2010.	 Alliteratively	 combining	 the	 playwright’s	 surname	 with	 the	
colloquial,	vulgar	term	for	being	excessively	drunk,	the	use	of	which	was	first	
recorded	between	1935	and	1940,	the	production	uses	different	components	
of	 ‘back	 room’83	 Shakespeare	 than	 that	 of	 their	 American	 contemporaries.	
Instead	of	performing	in	a	bar,	the	shows	take	place	in	more	traditional	theatre	
spaces	 and	 use	 as	 their	 focal	 point	 the	 effects	 of	 alcohol,	 rather	 than	 the	
location	in	which	they	are	served.	The	premise	of	Shitfaced	is,	according	to	the	








company	 of	 six	 actors	 presenting	 an	 abridged	 version	 of	 the	 text,	 usually	
pruned	 to	 around	ninety	minutes,	with	 one	 of	 them	attempting	 to	 perform	
while	under	the	influence	of	alcohol.85	
Once	the	performer’s	identity	is	exposed,	the	game	is	for	the	audience	to	
anticipate	 how	 long	 it	 will	 be	 before	 the	 actor	 becomes	 sufficiently	
incapacitated	 that	 they	 are	 either	 unable	 to	 continue	 or	 else	 provide	 a	
sufficiently	 entertaining	 series	 of	 textual	 and	 physical	 disruptions	 to	
Shakespeare’s	play.	These	have	ranged	from	Hermia	using	a	mobile	phone	to	
call	her	mother	during	2012’s	Dream	to	Angelo	sitting	on	the	knees	of	audience	
members	 in	 2016’s	Measure	 for	Measure	 and	 asking	 them	 if	 they	 had	 ever	
experienced	deviant	forms	of	sex.	Such	incongruous	interruptions	and	stand-
up	comedy	 influenced	vulgarisations	are	designed	 to	disrupt	 the	audience’s	
normal	 perception	 of	 Shakespearean	performance	 conventions,	 by	 crossing	
them	 with	 practices	 more	 common	 to	 other	 forms	 of	 live	 entertainment,	
particularly	 in	 the	 stand-up-comedy-dominated	 context	 of	 the	 Edinburgh	
Fringe,	where	Shitfaced	first	achieved	its	popularity.	
Taylor	notes	in	his	justification	of	The	BRSP’s	‘One	Rehearsal’	rule	that	




entertainment.	 This	 also	 connects	 each	 of	 these	 companies	 to	 the	 RSC’s	
exploration	of	 a	 somewhat	 similar	 incident	 in	Complete	Works	when	 Jess	 is	
																																																								




theatre.	 C	Theatre’s	Shakespeare	 for	Breakfast	 is	 another	 Shakespearean	Edinburgh	Fringe	
institution	and,	being	performed	at	10am,	thus	satirises	theatre-going	convention	by	reversing	
when	audiences	would	customarily	attend	a	performance	of	Shakespeare.	The	productions	
consist	 of	 an	 hour-long	 parody	 of	 a	 specific	 Shakespeare	 play,	 which	 follows	 the	 play’s	
narrative	structure	but	also	combines	lines	from	the	original	text	with	modern	references	and	
stylistic	 variations.	 It	 is	performed	by	 five	actors	and	contains	a	number	of	metatheatrical	





unable	 to	 complete	 Hamlet’s	 ‘to	 be	 or	 not	 to	 be’	 speech.	 The	 premise	 of	
Shitfaced	implies	that	the	insertion	of	a	debilitated	performer	into	any	of	these	
canonical	texts	will	undermine	it,	and	thus	enable	the	resulting	spectacle	to	be	
sold	 as	 popular	 entertainment.	 This	 renders	 questionable	 the	 specific	
importance	 of	 Shakespeare’s	 work	 to	 their	 shows,	 given	 that	 equal	 capital	
might	be	gained	by	placing	alternative	forms	or	genres	of	theatrical	culture,	
often,	 but	 not	 exclusively,	 viewed	 as	 elitist	 or	 highbrow,	 in	 opposition	 to	 a	
drunken	performance.	
The	company	inadvertently	proved	this	point	themselves	by	expanding	















The	 following	 two	 companies	 discussed	 in	 this	 chapter	 work	 with	




trestles,	 audiences	 standing,	 drinking,	 sitting	 round	 tables,	











describes	 this	 in	 relation	 to	 their	 capacity	 to	deliver	 the	Royal	Shakespeare	
Company	 ‘experience’	 by	 transforming	 non-traditional	 spaces	 like	 ‘a	 sports	
hall	or	community	centre	into	a	state	of	the	art	theatre’.90	He	also	suggests	that	
this	is	the	type	of	venue	where	‘popular	Shakespearean	performance	finds	its	
most	 creative	 expression’.91	 He	 further	 describes	 its	 central	 ‘idea	 that	 as	 a	
“text”	 inscribed	 upon	 by	 human	 activity,	 no	 human-built	 site	 can	 ever	 be	
politically	neutral	or	meaningless’92	and	that	‘it	is	the	intertextuality	between	





The	 company	 formed	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Kent	 and	 performed	 their	 first	
production,	an	eight-man	version	of	As	You	Like	It,	 in	2004.	They	have	since	
toured	twenty-three	shows,	including	eleven	Shakespeare	plays,	adaptations	
of	 works	 by	 other	 well-known	 writers	 such	 as	 Charles	 Dickens	 and	 Jane	
Austen,	and	productions	that	compile	multiple	tales	or	historical	events,	such	
as	Grimm	Fairy	Tales	 (2012)	 and	The	Pantaloons’	History	 of	 Britain	 (2014).	
Their	productions,	which	tour	nationally	in	both	indoor	and	outdoor	venues,	












actor/audience	 divide	 reminiscent	 of	 the	 Renaissance	 faire	 conditions	 for	
performance.94	
Purcell	recalls	having	seen	the	RSC	in	his	teens	but	confesses	that,	though	






Tales	 (2011),	 which	 Purcell	 describes	 as	 ‘a	 watershed	 moment’98	 for	 the	
company	 and	 ‘the	 first	 time	 which	 we	 borrowed	 directly’99	 from	 the	 RSC.	
Purcell	 adapted	 and	 directed	 the	 company’s	 version	 of	 Geoffrey	 Chaucer’s	






























productions,	 including	 a	 meta-narrative,	 extensive	 multi-roling,	 and	 an	
audience	 participation	 section	 that	 directly	 impacts	 on	 the	 actors’	
performance.	Moreover,	this	show	also	featured	a	number	of	elements	which	
The	 Pantaloons	 continued	 to	 use	 in	 future	 productions,	 such	 as	 ‘the	
anachronistic	 footwear	 that	 the	 RSC	 use,	 so	 that	 the	 show	 was	 literally	
grounded	in	the	here	and	now,	even	while	it	was	in	a	mock	medieval	world’.101	
This	 postmodern	 approach	 to	 open	 air	 performance	 extended	 to	 their	
dialogue,	which	included		
	
references	 to	 Simon	 Cowell	 and	 Ant	 and	 Dec	 alongside	 sections	
lifted	 directly	 from	 Chaucer.	 […]	We	 played	with	 official	 culture	
versus	modern	pop	culture,	but	actually	brought	them	into	synergy	
just	as	much	as	we	were	having	fun	from	the	clash.	That’s	the	key	
that	 both	 the	 RSC	 and	 we	 share,	 along	 with	 various	 other	




really	well.	 […]	After	Canterbury	Tales,	we	hit	on	 something	 that	
then	became	a	key	aspect	of	what	we	do	all	the	time,	such	as	the	















tale	 or	 event	 in	 British	 history	 is	 possible,	 thus	 positioning	 them	 as	 direct	
descendants	 of	 the	 company,	 particularly	 given	 that	 they	 have	 gradually	
diversified	their	artistic	portfolio	beyond	Shakespearean	reduction	and	thus	















driving’,105	 although,	 from	 a	 marketing	 perspective,	 additional	 nationwide	
factors	also	played	a	part	in	this	decision:	‘the	fact	that,	in	2012,	the	cyclists	
won	all	the	golds	at	the	Olympics	and	in	2014,	the	Tour	de	France	was	kicking	
off	 in	Yorkshire,	 so	 there	was	already	 this	real	 love	 for	bikes,	 if	not	already	
established,	but	definitely	brewing’.106	Moss	and	his	colleagues’	recognition	of	
this	 ‘as	 a	 selling-point’,107	 for	 their	 fledgling	 company	 not	 only	 shows	 an	
entrepreneurial	spirit	similar	to	the	way	in	which	Martin	and	Tichenor	have	
developed	 the	 RSC	 into	 a	 theatrical	 brand,	 but	 is	 an	 important	 part	 of	











to	 a	 Shakespeare	 performance	 by	 a	 reduced	 cast:	 heightened	 physical	
differentiation	 between	 their	 various	 characters	 and	 self-conscious	











bicycles	 to	 construct	 the	 stage	 and	 also	 during	 performances,	 by	 various	
means	ranging	from	using	their	bells	to	indicate	a	switch	in	character,	to	riding	
onstage	and	through	the	audience.		
Moss	rejects	 the	 labels	of	parody,	homage	or	adaptation,	preferring	 to	
describe	their	work	as	‘abridged	versions	of	the	plays’112	and	explains	that	the	
challenge	 which	 these	 original	 texts	 present	 to	 the	 actors	 is	 part	 of	 their	






















The	 Handlebards	 also	 use	 audience	 participation,	 which	 involves	
someone	being	asked	to	perform	in	 the	play’s	 final	scene	and	bow	with	 the	
cast.	 This	 is	 something	 else	 which	 they	 share	 with	 the	 RSC	 and,	 in	 both	
instances,	it	encourages	the	audience	to	engage	in	understanding	the	various	
levels	 of	 performance,	 including	 one	 where	 they	 have	 moved	 beyond	 the	





talk	 about	 in	 rehearsals	where,	when	 you’re	watching	 the	 show,	
you’ve	 always	 got	 the	 knowledge	 in	 your	 head	 as	 an	 audience	
member	that	you’re	watching	an	actor	playing	a	character’.114	
	
This	 absence	 of	 actor	 interiority	 or	 naturalistic	 illusion	 of	 character	 recalls	























Have	 The	 Handlebards,	 however,	 taken	 the	 concept	 of	 a	 reduced	
Shakespeare	cast	 further	 than	 the	RSC	 themselves	by	making	 the	conscious	
decision	to	diversify	their	company	in	2015,	when	their	female	troupe	toured	
The	 Taming	 of	 the	 Shrew	 and	 Romeo	 and	 Juliet?	 The	 RSC’s	 focus	 on	 male-
centred	 comedy,	written	 by	men,	 has	 left	 them	 open	 to	 criticism	 in	 an	 age	
where	 the	 calls	 for	 gender	diversity	have	grown	considerably	 in	 the	 thirty-






do	the	 job	exactly	the	same	way’,118	he	admits	that	 it	ultimately	 ‘meant	that	
we’ve	 been	 exploring	 different	 ways	 of	 making	 comedy	 too	 without	 just	
playing	 on	 gender	 stereotypes	 by	 men	 playing	 women.	 It’s	 expanded	 our	
horizons’.119	The	all-female	production	of	Long	Lost	 in	2019	by	Chickspeare,	




























by	 the	members	of	Mischief	Theatre,	 the	 company	 responsible	 for	The	Play	










such	 as	Peter	 Pan	and	murder	mystery,	 framed	within	 a	 performance	 by	 a	











understudy	 cast	 member	 for	 The	 39	 Steps	 and	 performed	 with	 all-male	
Shakespeare	company	Propeller	Theatre;	his	castmates	for	the	2017	UK	tour	
of	Long	 Lost,	 Joseph	Maudsley	 and	 James	 Percy,	 had	 previously	 performed	
together	in	the	Oddsocks	production	of	Julius	Caesar	(2012)	and	Potted	Potter;	





and	 followers.	 Indeed,	 Maudsley	 and	 Percy’s	 involvement	 in	 Long	 Lost	
suggests	 a	 reciprocal	 loop	 of	 influence,	 whereby	 the	 RSC	 have	 been	 in	
existence	 long	 enough	 that	 those	 on	 whom	 they	 impacted	 have,	 in	 turn,	








The	 recurring	 chosen	 subject	 matter	 is	 indicative	 of	 particular	 literary	
narratives	and	aspects	of	popular	culture	that	continue	to	fascinate	modern	












right,	 as	 part	 of	 a	 continuum	 of	 parodic	 performance	 which	 sustains	 the	
popular	demand	for	accessible	renderings	of	Shakespeare	that	are	removed	
from	 the	 limitations	 or	 barriers	 of	 institutional	 Shakespeare	 to	be	 found	 in	
venues	such	as	 the	National	or	Royal	Shakespeare	Theatres.	 I	hope	 that,	by	




a	 series	 of	 collisions	 between	 characters	 who	 differ	 both	 in	 ideology	 and	




between	 Shakespearean	 scholars,	 performers	 and	 aficionados.	 I	 offer	 their	
work	as	a	culturally	important	representation	of	reduction	as	an	increasingly	
popular	 and	 significant	way	 in	which	 society	 expresses	 itself.	 Social	media	
platforms	 such	 as	 Twitter,	 Facebook	 and	 Instagram	 necessitate	 brevity,	
whether	through	the	designation	of	a	specific	number	of	characters	within	a	
single	tweet	or,	indeed,	user	preference	to	abandon	words	altogether	in	favour	




online	 in	 as	 simultaneously	 succinct	 and	 considered	a	way	as	possible,	 and	
politicians	 deal	 in	 pithy,	 self-serving,	 fact-deviating	 soundbites	 rather	 than	
comprehensive	and	extended	explanations.	It	is	my	contention,	therefore,	that	
despite	 the	RSC’s	 foundation	and	early	work,	which	predates	 these	cultural	
shifts	 and	 technological	 developments	 by	more	 than	 two	 decades,	 this	 is	 a	
highly	appropriate	moment	in	history	to	document	and	analyse	this	specific	
company’s	 history	 and	 body	 of	 work.	 In	 the	 twenty-first	 century	














performance-based,	 Shakespeare-inspired	 works	 has	 illustrated,	 the	 RSC	
frequently	oscillate	between	irony	and	sincerity,	a	behaviour	which	positions	
them,	 I	 contend,	 as	 an	 example	 of	 metamodernist	 art.	 Although	 the	 term	
appeared	 as	 early	 as	 1975,	 metamodernism	 was	 first	 proposed	 as	 an	
alternative	 term	 to	 post-postmodernism	 by	 Dutch	 cultural	 theorists,	
Timotheus	 Vermeulen	 and	 Robin	 van	 den	 Akker,	 in	 their	 essay	 Notes	 on	
metamodernism	(2010),	where	they	argue	that		
	
[…]	 metamodernism	 oscillates	 between	 the	 modern	 and	 the	
postmodern.	 It	 oscillates	 between	 a	 modern	 enthusiasm	 and	 a	
postmodern	 irony	 […]	 Each	 time	 the	 metamodern	 enthusiasm	




Luke	 Turner,	 a	 British	 metamodernist	 artist	 who	 collaborates	 with	 the	























can	 be	 both	 ironic	 and	 sincere	 in	 the	 same	 moment;	 that	 one	 does	 not	
necessarily	 diminish	 the	 other’.125	Although	 the	RSC	members	belong	 to	 an	
older	generation,	their	work	nevertheless	adheres	to	many	of	the	principles	





In	 Complete	 Works,	 for	 instance,	 the	 company	 members	 make	 an	
undeliverable	 promise	 by	 suggesting	 that	 Shakespeare’s	 oeuvre	 can	 be	
performed	 by	 three	 actors	 in	 ninety	 minutes:	 nonetheless,	 they	 set	 about	
accomplishing	 this	 very	 task.	 Their	 work	 frequently	 oscillates	 between	
																																																								






Christopher	 Miller,	 especially	 their	 recent	 Oscar-winning	 animation	 Spider-Man:	 Into	 the	
Spider-Verse	(2018),	were	examples	of	metamodernism.	This	is	due	to	the	film-makers’	ability	
to	recycle	 ‘intellectual	property’	which	has	been	reinterpreted	on	an	exhaustive	number	of	











forms	 such	 as	 American	 football,	 cookery	 programmes	 and	 Disney	 films.	 I	
believe	 that	 the	 series	 of	 collisions	which	 are	 at	 the	 core	 of	 the	 company’s	
corpus	 and	 identity	 (highbrow/lowbrow,	 RSC/‘other’	 RSC,	 academic/actor,	
work/play,	 sincerity/irony,	 nostalgic/neoteric)	 identifies	 them	 as	
metamodernist	artists,	who	have	staged	plays	which	revolve	around	conflict	
and	 resolution	 throughout	 their	 thirty-seven	 year	 history.	 This	 thesis	 has	
explored	 those	 creative	 collisions,	 as	well	 as	 the	ways	 in	which	 these	 have	
varied	 in	 different	media,	 and	 how	 the	 RSC	 have	 influenced	 contemporary	







to	 be	 analysed	 in	 their	 non-Shakespearean	 output;	 the	 company	members’	
interaction	 with	 Shakespeare’s	 work	 outside	 the	 confines	 of	 the	 RSC;	










1981:	Daniel	 Singer	 holds	 auditions	 in	 August	 for	 his	 half-hour	 version	 of	
Hamlet	 to	 be	 performed	 at	 the	Northern	Renaissance	Pleasure	 Faire	
(RPFN)	 in	 Novato,	 California.	 He	 casts	 Jess	 Winfield	 (né	 Borgeson),	




1982:	 Singer,	 Winfield	 and	 Long	 depart	 to	 undertake	 degrees	 at	 higher	
education	 institutions	 in	Washington,	 Berkeley	 and	Portland.	During	




1985:	 After	 completing	 his	 degree,	 Winfield	 returns	 to	 the	 company.	 The	




length	 play	 for	 the	 Edinburgh	 Festival	 Fringe:	 the	 first,	 one-hour	
version	 of	The	 Complete	Works	 of	William	 Shakespeare	 (abridged).	 It	






1988:	 The	 RSC	 establish	 a	 formal	 partnership.	 Props,	 costume	 and	 set	
designer,	 and	 sometime	 performer,	 Sa	 Winfield	 (née	 Thompson)	 is	
made	 a	 full	member.	The	 company	begin	 to	 tour	 the	US	 and	 expand	
their	show	to	ninety-minutes	by	writing	new	material	including	a	rap	
version	of	Othello	and	introducing	audience	participation.	
1989:	 The	 company	 continue	 to	 tour	 the	 US	 and	 perform	 in	 Melbourne,	
Australia.	Singer	leaves	the	company	to	become	an	‘Imagineer’	for	the	








and	 is	 replaced	 by	 Austin	 Tichenor,	 another	 Berkeley	 graduate	 and	
classmate	of	Winfield	and	Martin.	Their	show	runs	for	eleven	months.	
Tichenor	becomes	a	Managing	Partner.	








The	 Bible:	 The	 Complete	 Word	 of	 God.	 The	 Reduced	 Shakespeare	












Awards	 and	 Bible	 opens	 for	 a	 limited	 run	at	 the	Gielgud	 Theatre	in	






for	 PBS	 (Public	 Broadcasting	 Service),	 featuring	 Singer	 in	 an	
anonymous	cameo	role	as	the	Ego.	
2001:	PBS	broadcasts	Complete	Works.	
2002:	All	The	Great	Books	 (abridged),	 the	company’s	 fifth	stage	production,	
receives	its	premiere.	
2003:	The	Complete	Works	 television	 special	 is	 released	 on	DVD	 and	Bible	
joins	Complete	Works	and	America	in	repertory	at	the	Criterion.	Long	
formally	leaves	the	company.	
2005:	The	 nine-year,	 record-breaking	 Criterion	 run	 ends	 in	April.	 The	RSC	
premiere	their	new	show,	Completely	Hollywood	(abridged)	in	August	
at	the	Edinburgh	Festival	Fringe.	
2006:	Martin	 and	 Tichenor	 write	 their	 irreverent	 reference	 book	 Reduced	




for	Best	 Production	 and	Cultural/Arts	 (also	 receiving	 nominations	 in	








Sports	 (abridged).	 Tichenor	 and	 Ryan	 tour	 the	 Folger	 Shakespeare	
Library	 vaults,	where	Tichenor	 receives	 inspiration	 to	write	William	
Shakespeare’s	Long	Lost	First	Play	(abridged).	
2011:	Martin	and	Tichenor	celebrate	the	RSC’s	thirtieth	anniversary	by	airing	







Over	 the	 course	of	 the	year,	 they	perform	six	different	 shows	 in	 five	
countries	on	four	continents.	Their	ninth	play,	The	Complete	History	of	
Comedy	(abridged),	opens	in	November.	
2014:	 The	 RSC	 break	 the	 Guinness	 World	 Record	 for	 Highest	 Theatre	
Performance	by	performing	on	board	an	EasyJet	flight	from	London	to	
Verona	on	the	23rd	April	2014,	the	450th	anniversary	of	Shakespeare’s	
birthday.	 In	 September,	Reston	 Center	 Stage	in	 Virginia	 hosts	The	
Complete	 Works	 of	 the	 Reduced	 Shakespeare	 Company	
(abridged)	Extravaganza:	seven	 of	 the	 RSC’s	 nine	 stage	 shows	 are	
performed	 over	 two	 weeks.	 Martin	 and	 Tichenor	 begin	 the	 script	
development	 of	 Long	 Lost,	 working	 again	 with	 Peter	 Holland	 as	 a	








2016:	 Long	 Lost	 premieres	 at	 the	 Folger	 Theatre	 in	 Washington,	 D.C.	 on	
Thursday	 21	 April,	 two	 days	 before	 the	 400th	 anniversary	 of	
Shakespeare’s	death.	The	 show	 is	directed	 and	performed	by	Martin	
and	Tichenor,	with	third	actor	Spencer	retained	after	his	participation	




























































































§ Abridgement	 –	 the	 act	 of	 shortening	 a	 text.	 This	 is	 used	 to	
describe	both	comic	abridgements	and	cut-down	versions	of	full-





§ Compression	 –	 taking	 something	 large	 and	 figuratively	
squeezing	it	together	to	create	a	new,	smaller	entity.	






§ Mash-up	 –	 Combining	 two	 characters	 or	 scenes	 from	







comic	 effect,	 though	 sometimes	 inverted	by	 the	RSC	 to	 achieve	





tool	 of	 adaptation.	 Reduction	 also	 describes	 the	 process	 of	
intensifying	flavour,	a	sub-definition	which	can	be	applied	to	the	
ways	in	which	the	RSC	reduce	the	meaning	of	a	play	to	its	basic	
essence	 by	 means	 of	 a	 series	 of	 iconic	 scenes,	 quotations	 and	
images. 
§ Recycling	–	the	act	of	repurposing	material	into	something	new;	
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